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Shrike, a partial novel written in the MFA Program in Creative Writing and the Environment at 
Iowa State University, depicts the unexpected transformation of a young man into a seventy-
pound bird resembling a Loggerhead Shrike in appearance and behavior. The book focuses on 
the reality of coming of age as a naturalist and a millennial, in a time when the human race has in 
practice divorced itself from the plight of the planet which sustains it and has come instead to 
occupy a reality largely defined by human-centered values and concepts, which deny most non-
human entities intellect or agency, and ignore the fundamental importance of wildness for human 
mental health and continuity. Shrike examines one version what might happen if the wildness the 
human species has sought to eradicate and control began to emerge from within humans in 












Shrike, a partial novel written during my time in the MFA Program in Creative Writing and the 
Environment at Iowa State University, depicts the unexpected transformation of a young man 
into a seventy-pound bird resembling a Loggerhead Shrike in appearance and behavior. The 
book draws upon my experiences as a naturalist and a millennial, coming of age in a time when 
the human race has in practice divorced itself from the plight of the planet which sustains it and 
has come instead to occupy a reality largely defined by human-centered values and concepts, 
which deny most non-human entities intellect or agency, and ignore the fundamental importance 
of wildness for human mental health and continuity. As a person who needs access to wildness to 
function, I am particularly interested in the potential psychological and evolutionary implications 
of being human in a time when human population blooms out of control, as our continued 
behavior leads to the mass destruction of species and ecosystems and threatens our own 
continuity, and what might happen if the wildness the human species has sought to eradicate and 
control began to emerge from within us in inexplicable ways, as it does in the protagonist of this 
novel, Downy Stone.   
Shrike exists in the liminal space between what I know intimately and what I can only 
study and imagine; it represents my first extended attempt to merge my naturalist’s esthetic with 
the practice of true fiction. For years, I gravitated, as a writer, towards nonfiction, where the 
experience-imposed boundaries of what I could write kept me moored. During my undergraduate 
years at Prescott College, I discovered, at a formal level, the practice of natural history, which 
my undergraduate mentor Dr. Tom Fleischner defines as “the practice of intentional, focused 
attentiveness to the more-than-human world, guided by honesty and accuracy.” The focused 
practice of natural history led me to the tradition of naturalist writers such as Annie Dillard and 
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Barbara Hurd, who write about the world in a way that feels honest and unsentimental. Dr. 
Fleischner argues that Natural History “is at its core, the practice of falling in love with the 
world.” This certainly proves true for me. I was always inclined toward the outdoors, but the 
introduction of the practice of giving focused attention to the more-than-human toppled me into a 
passionate love affair with the world, which is and has been one of the deepest sources of 
meaning in my life, matched in potency only by teaching and deep friendship. The practice of 
natural history revealed to me a previously undiscovered web of stories to draw from, and taught 
me a great deal about esthetics, as one of the core elements of the traditional practice of natural 
history is to render as accurately and directly as possible the world as it appears to the naturalist. 
Because lived experience, particularly in nature, is kinetic and dynamic, to do the natural world 
justice one must find language that captures the exquisite, sensual, relational, and often brutal 
experience of actively engaging with it. It took me years to figure out that I could make things up 
and still honestly and accurately describe the world; this novel represents the merging of my 
naturalist’s esthetic with my love of fiction. 
 All of the protagonists of Shrike are in some sense naturalists, attempting to grapple with 
the human-created carnage surrounding them. Downy Stone, a Ph.D. student in ecology at 
Northern Arizona University, sources his strongest sense of identity to the traditional practice of 
natural history (particularly obsessive birding), which he uses to create structure in his 
emotionally fragmented life. By naming and organizing the abundance of life around him 
according to Western scientific schemas, he tries to keep his emotional demons at bay; however, 
his underlying sensitivity, particularly to the destruction of ecosystems, makes him at times 
volatile, perhaps ultimately contributing to his transformation into a distorted form of the 
wildness he idealizes. As a racially ambiguous individual in the American milieu, Ash, Downy’s 
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field-partner-turned-lover, is unable to escape the racial and cultural hierarchies embedded in the 
American system, which she views as the product of toxic ideologies and pervasive cultural 
narratives. Ash constantly tries to find ways to reframe her experience of reality to give the 
dominant ideologies of Western culture less power over her thinking. She conceives of the 
natural world as animate, and the beings that comprise it as individual and autonomous—self-
aware—in a way that Downy does not. When Downy begins to transform in earnest, pressing 
curiosity about his emerging shrike identity prevents her from abandoning him, despite his 
increasingly erratic and violent behavior. Mossy Stone, Downy’s sister, on the other hand, is a 
natural historian of human trauma—particularly family trauma. Defined by a mistake she makes 
early in life, burdened by the memories of her family’s story that the rest of her family seeks to 
forget or erase, Mossy spends her life deeply focused on the sources of her own pain, which she 
identifies with and perpetuates. The decimated, monocultured environment of Central Iowa 
where she lives—and the close proximity to her and Downy’s mentally unstable mother, Ava—
reflects her inner carnage.   
 At its core, this novel is about the characters’ relationships: to one another, themselves 
and the environments which nurture and define them; the intersectional space between human 
systems and ecological systems; the relationship between technology and the increasingly 
emotionally and socially fragmented condition of modern Americans; and the porous membrane 
between past and present. It’s also about the characters’ sense of dislocation from the sources of 
their basic human needs, identified by Canadian psychologist Bruce K. Alexander as belonging, 
identity, meaning, and purpose. Alexander writes,  
Lack of belonging is a feeling of being alone and neglect. Lack of identity is the unease 
of not knowing who you are and experiencing wild swings form one self-concept to 
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another. Lack of meaning is a sense that the world is random or ruled by evil forces. Lack 
of purpose is boredom and a feeling of uselessness, of not having any reason to get out of 
bed. When all four of these needs are unsatisfied, life is hell.1 
Each of the characters in Shrike struggles with the alienation caused by the absence of one or 
more of these basic needs. Downy and Mossy both lack a true sense of belonging, which 
manifests in their dysfunctional relationship with one another and their unrealistic expectations 
of others. The siblings both struggle with identity; Downy doesn’t really know who he is, which 
ultimately makes his transition into a shrike easier, as his avian identity feels much clearer. 
Mossy has a strong sense of identity built entirely from what she thinks other people think of 
her—particularly her mother—which transforms her into a difficult person to live with, both 
internally and externally. Lack of purpose also pervades Mossy’s life, and to an extent, Ash’s. 
Although Ash’s background affords her a stronger sense of identity, she feels adrift in a world 
where the cultural values do not align with her own, making it difficult for her to find meaningful 
work that’s also financially viable. She hasn’t yet discovered where her abilities lie, how she can 
be authentically of service in a way that nourishes her. All three main characters struggle with a 
sense of meaning. 
The work of psychologists, philosophers, activists and evolutionary biologists influenced 
my thinking as I wrote. These thinkers included: Bryan Stevenson of the Mercy Project; Stanford 
primatologist and neuroscientist Robert Sapolsky, who studies the intersection of poverty and 
stress; eco philosopher David Abrams, who examines the disparity between lived experience and 
                                                          
1 Alexander, Bruce K.. “Filling the Void: Bruce K. Alexander on how our culture is making us addicted.” 
Interview by Jari Chevalier. The Sun, issue 519, Mar. 2019, pp. 7.  
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culturally-constructed ideas about experience; and evolutionary theorist Bret Weinstein, who 
thinks about the evolutionary boundaries of empathy. Particularly useful in helping me 
conceptualize the ways that the emergent properties of human-created ideologies and systems 
can come to dominant human thinking and behavior in a way that spills over into human 
interactions with the more-than-human, was the work of Cornell philosopher Kate Manne. 
Manne examines the way that misogyny operates within culture, and clearly articulates the 
difference between living in a culture that is misogynistic and identifying as a misogynist. As 
Manne skillfully illustrates, nested cultural values have the capacity to influence the emotions 
and perceptions of all individuals existing within the culture, biasing even individuals who may 
experience discrimination as a result of elements of their existence they cannot control, such as 
race and gender, against themselves. This reality of nested cultural biases extends, of course, 
beyond subconscious discrimination against groups of people into human perceptions of nature. 
The intersection between abuse between humans and human abuse of their environment is an 
overlap that I am particularly interested in, and that stayed in mind as I wrote this book. 
Although Shrike is by definition a physical transformation story, in the vein of Franz 
Kafka’s The Metamorphosis and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, this book finds its inspirational 
roots in texts concerned with the human relationship to environment and the division of humans 
from nature via the ideologies of Western Culture. Particularly influential were the writings of 
American Indian authors such as Leslie Marmon Silko, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Thomas King, 
Louise Erdrich and Linda Hogan, whose works viscerally render the mutualism of culture and 
environment and stare unflinchingly at the continuing destruction generated by the Western 
colonization of the North American continent, while also embracing the animacy of the world in 
a way that western writers often do not. Particularly influential were Silko’s Ceremony and 
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Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass, both of which capture the intersection of Western Culture and 
indigenous ways of knowing and being exquisitely. The work of writer naturalists such as Peter 
Matthiessen, Annie Dillard, Barbara Hurd, Barry Lopez, and Jim Harrison also taught me much 
about esthetics and how to write natural histories of non-human entities that grip the imagination 
through the senses and avoid being sentimental. In Shrike, I borrow from the realm speculative 
fiction and magical realism, while attempting to remain fundamentally true to my naturalist roots 
and my love of the naturalist writing tradition.  
In order to fictionally render a gigantic Loggerhead Shrike, I read and listened and 
watched everything about shrikes I could find, relying most heavily on The Birds of North 
America Loggerhead Shrike file. I spent a significant amount of time observing the species near 
my home in New Mexico and in the area where I work summers as an avian field biologist in 
Central Nevada, to get a better sense for the diversity of shrike behaviors and attitudes. Although 
I hope to dig deeper for the final sections of the full novel, I also researched CRISPR-cas9, and 
the various social attitudes surrounding it, for this thesis. In the English composition class that I 
teach, I introduced these ideas, and my students were an invaluable resource in grappling with 
the potential implications of the technology, and our hypothetical conversations about the 
potential future applications of CRISPR-cas9 strongly influenced Downy’s transformation and 
this story.  
 Setting is also vital for this book, as all the characters within it are deeply sensitive to 
their physical environments (as I would argue most people are, whether or not they’re attuned to 
that sensitivity), and, in the case of Downy and Ash, they’re actively studying their environment. 
As a naturalist who has lived in and studied both of the primary settings of the novel—Central 
Iowa and the American Southwest—my life served as preparation for writing this thesis. I hope 
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that this narrative comes across as a love letter to the physical environments the characters find 
themselves in, because while the characters themselves are figments of my imagination, the 
places are not, though I have changed the names of some of the canyons and scrambled some of 
the geography to protect places I love. In the past ten years, I have read about the ecology of the 
American Southwest—and its human history—in depth, and I sourced from that experience, 
particularly my undergraduate education in ecology at Prescott College in Arizona. My years as 
an obsessive birder—and my recent forays into butterflies and dragonflies—also  served to 
prepare me for writing this work.  
I hope that this novel will ultimately come to inhabit a fresh space between the naturalist 
writing tradition and the boundless potential of post-modern, speculative fiction. This thesis 
represents only about two-thirds of the novel. My primary goal with this thesis was to depict the 
larger part of Downy Stone’s transformation from man to shrike. In the final third, Downy, 
pulled by a deep homing instinct to return to the place of his birth to breed, flies home to Iowa, 
shadowed by his sister Mossy. There, he confronts his mother, Ava, and the people who have 
gathered at her home in the belief that her son (who they believe is a divine being), will 
eventually return home to his mother. He becomes increasingly difficult to control, and 
ultimately manages to escape his religiously-inspired chaperones (and Mossy, who’s having a 
bad life) to engage in a feeding frenzy at a local preschool, where he impales several toddlers on 
rebar before he’s captured and detained by the local police, including Officer Schmitz. Ash, who 
has abandoned Mossy with Downy in order to deal with her pregnancy, flees home to Texas, 
where she prepares to give birth to the mysterious life inside her (having been unable to follow 
through with the abortion). The novel ends with Downy heavily tranquilized in holding cell.  
xiii 
 In this novel excerpt, I have rendered the world as honestly and unflinchingly as I know 
how. A great deal of myself and what I love most deeply and viscerally lies in these pages, in 
addition to much turbulence, anger, uncertainty, and sadness. Writing this novel, I have tried to 
teach myself to stare directly at the common human foibles that drive us to the daily habits 
perpetuating unhappiness, isolation, and the destruction of wildness. I have tried to feel gently 
about everyone, including assholes, and to objectively view the places where I myself easily fail, 
so I might gift them to my characters. I’ve learned an enormous amount from writing this thesis, 
and I’m grateful for the opportunity. Living in Iowa, I have also come to viscerally understand 
that as wildness diminishes, so does the quality of human life. I don’t know if that’s part of what 
this novel’s about—you’ll have to tell me—but the knowledge was much on my mind as I wrote. 
Ultimately, I hope that the work reads as a love song to the world that is now. That’s how I 













CHAPTER 1: GOD’S BREASTS 
Northern New Mexico, late May 
The second evening Downy and his new field partner, Ash, were in the field alone together, 
Downy began to wonder if she’d manage to remain noiseless for the entire ten-day hitch. She’d 
yet to speak a single word to him. Her silence didn’t feel hostile, but it also didn’t feel friendly, 
and it surprised Downy that someone could respond to direct questions entirely without 
speaking. Laying on his side in his sleeping bag, listening to the bouncy whine of a lone 
mosquito crashing repeatedly into the mesh tent wall, Downy realized he might have to start 
asking more complicated questions.  
 He knew she could talk because he’d heard it when Lee, his graduate advisor/boss for 
Ph.D. work at Northern Arizona University, had dropped her off and said, So, you feel solid on 
the protocol, right? And she had said something back in a low voice that reminded him of Lorde, 
the unexpectedly sexy pop star his sister, Mossy, had made him see, but he couldn’t remember 
what Ash had said now because he’d been distracted by the shape and distribution of her face, 
which oddly made him think of the Navajo Sandstone in Utah and spun his guts. Butterflies, the 
term was, and it stayed true—his stomach fidgeted whenever she moved close enough to make 
out clearly. Even when he couldn’t see her, his guts still felt slightly odd just knowing she 
existed nearby, like he’d contracted the Norovirus, but the vomiting part hadn’t started yet.  
 He opened his eyes. It was darker than he thought it should be at eight pm, too dark to 
read without a headlamp. He flipped his lids down again and surrendered himself to the hum of 
his mind as it sorted itself.   
 He wasn’t sure what snagged him so bad, because Ash’s face wasn’t the kind that would 




probably have caught his attention. He had preferences. He craved heaviness in the breast and 
particularly the rear, and he wanted it firm (flesh too soft reminded him of rotting fruit, which he 
did not find erotic)—nature knew its business; he must want what he wanted for some practical 
biological reason. Ash’s body checked boxes, and humans, though objectively different from 
other creatures because of literacy, operated under the same basic rules as the rest. Eat, protect 
yourself from death, and plant your genetic line in the highest quality soil available. 
Something primal in Downy chattered at him that Ash was a fertile loam, and that he 
should cultivate it at the first available opportunity. 
He was supposed to help her learn the birds. Lee had hired her because he had more 
confidence in her ability to survive outside for extended periods of time without a shower than 
any of the other applicants. She’d graduated with a degree in something ecology-related from 
Fort Lewis College in Durango. He’d had a friend from one of the Pueblos go there. The college 
gave scholarships to Indians maybe. 
 Lee’s confidence in Ash’s existing bird knowledge was minimal. You’re probably going 
to have to get her up to snuff on the sparrows, he’d told Downy, and the warbler songs, but she 
seems pretty competent overall—her references were very positive, said she’s easy to work with, 
smart, quiet, not fussy— so you guys should do just fine. Downy hadn’t done a good job with the 
training today. She hadn’t even spoken, and he’d said maybe fifteen words.   
 A Western Screech Owl song bounced through the onslaught of night—pwep pwep pwep 
pwep pwepwepwepepepepep. He knew exactly where Ash’s tent was in relationship to his. The 
knowledge felt like a brand burning his flesh where it faced her, mysterious and well-




shimmered through the gloom—she was reading. Another indication that she held proficiency 
with language.  
He thought about the disaster at lunch. She’d sat about ten meters from him, leaned 
against a fat Siberian elm, and dumped her bag of trail mix onto her clipboard, itemizing it into 
piles: tamari almonds; Turkish apricots; dark chocolate chunks; ragged dusty peanuts from the 
bottom of the bag etc. He’d eaten his own lunch of three superfood crunch energy bars, watching 
her eat the pieces one by one, dancing slightly to music he didn’t hear, while her two thick black 
braids swung slightly on either side of her head.  
 “Hey,” he’d called, when he finished his second bar. “Good trail mix?” Her racial 
otherness made him uncomfortable—Native Americans always made him uncomfortable. He 
couldn’t figure out whether to feel guilty around them, or to analyze all their behavior for subtle 
hostility—usually he ended up feeling simultaneously guilty and defensive. Trail mix, he 
realized as soon as the words slid from his lips, wasn’t a great conversation starter. He should 
have asked her about something work-related, something intellectual.   
She’d raised her eyebrows slightly at him—he thought she seemed surprised—and put 
the almond she held back in its pile before giving him the thumbs up, smiling without her teeth 
and holding his gaze until he looked away, mortified, to open another power bar.  
Ugh. He was supposed to train her all the next day, but he hadn’t even managed to ask 
her to meet him at a particular time in the morning before she went to bed; too late now—it 
wasn’t like he could visit her in her tent. He’d have to wait until she woke up, hope that Lee had 
trained her on the whole protocol. She had woken up at the right time this morning.   
Downy adjusted himself in his sleeping bag. His back itched—a burning tug that made 




something he ate—maybe all the sugar in the power bars. His skin follicles felt engorged, 
sprouting whiteheads like pimples, but when he popped the ones he could reach, the puss came 
back within an hour. He needed to eat more fresh fruits and veggies. And red meat—he’d craved 
it lately, after years of avoiding it on account of his passionate hatred for cows and what their 
introduction had done to the ecology of the North American continent. But he didn’t want to 
have to keep his shirt on the whole time he worked with Ash; he’d have to address the rash, and 
nutrition seemed like the most obvious solution. Maybe even if that meant finding a decent 
source of bison meat. Not that the bison sold for meat were really all that different from cows; 
most had been bred with cows beyond the point where he felt the animals could truly be called 
bison.  
Ash had a great ass. He imagined, bare, it looked like a super-sized just-ripe peach the 
color of milk chocolate—mixed liberally with red chile powder. He felt certain her buttocks were 
covered in a soft, nearly invisible fuzz, not unlike a peach. That afternoon, when they hiked up 
canyon to run veg transects, he’d walked behind her and spent the entire hike worrying that he’d 
trip, because he couldn’t stop staring at the place where the frayed hem of her cutoffs rode 
slightly up her crack, just hinting at cheek. He’d even been so distracted he’d neglected to point 
out to her that working in shorts was dangerous; higher chance of getting struck deep by a 
rattlesnake.  
There was a pinyon cone under his tent—and sleeping pad—near where he wanted his 
knees and no matter how he contorted his legs he couldn’t seem to move the lump through the 
foam. He sat up, unzipping his sleeping bag and the tent door, and hauled himself out to remove 
the cone. The night felt thin and dry, too warm and dusty for the end of May. He lay on his 




eight hours—but his brain kept whirring like a broken computer fan. The first few nights in the 
field were supposed to be a celebration, not an itchy anxious mess with a boner.  
It was more than her ass—something buried in the phenotype of Ash did something to 
him. He’d never before wanted a woman whose face made him think of the stark expansiveness 
of a desert cliff, but he recognized now that the qualities of the Navajo Sandstone—which 
inspired awe in him—could look erotic on the face of a woman. Her face was all strong lines and 
broad plains, earthen, natural. She was probably Navajo—the most likely indigenous option in 
these parts he thought—and he wondered now if, when the Navajo Sandstone had been named, 
the European settlers who’d named it had thought about the features of the Navajo people. 
 
He woke to the sound of a Say’s Phoebe calling nearby—pidiweew     pidireep      pidiweep       
pidireep—with a slight feeling of dread—or excitement—still in his guts. It took him a moment 
to register that he hadn’t heard a Say’s Phoebe in this canyon before, though it wasn’t a surprise. 
They didn’t mind places where human behavior had broken ecosystems, and this canyon was 
broke, particularly down here around where Apache Creek dribbled to its final death, vanishing 
underground in a sandy, heavily incised arroyo.  
He thought, laying there, that he wanted to stay in his tent indefinitely, doze through the 
whole morning, never mind his PhD, or his dignity. Yesterday, Ash had been waiting in camp at 
0600, so he figured he ought to assume that that was predictable behavior, that she’d do it again. 
It was 0545. He had to get up and try and be manlier and more decisive and ask her interesting 
questions. He would show her his mind, not his fear. This morning, he’d tell her about birds, like 




He had fifteen minutes to make and drink coffee in their sand-patch of a camp and listen 
to the dawn songs—the beginning of the cacophony of morning. This canyon sucked. The rock 
was pretty—vast exposed batholiths of pink, two-billion-year-old granite the same age or older 
than the Vishnu Schist in the Grand Canyon—and if it had rained at all the Echinocereus and 
Mamilaria, itty bitty barrel cacti, would be flowering, but no moisture meant no color, and some 
asshole rancher had run his cows up the canyon, so they’d shit all over the river bed and then had 
gotten stuck where Apache Creek dropped over a series of small cliffs. Bedrock pushed a trickle 
of water to the surface there, which pooled at the base of two steep short cliffs. The cows had 
made an outhouse of the bottom pool, and, after they trundled back down the canyon in search of 
food, the water had settled and grown an epic colony of dense, slimy, florescent green algae, 
which obscured the surface of the pool and extended one hundred meters down the creek; only a 
thin string of clear water showed through the algae where the tiny current moved fastest. Tangled 
hedges of dried tumble weed—Salsola—blown up the canyon from the flats around where they 
camped, barred vast swathes of the stream bed, rotting where submerged, caked with dried algae 
above that. Flies, attracted to the fishy green smell of the algae, and the putrid smell of soggy 
feces and decomposing plants, had laid impressive clutches of eggs in the algae mat, so fat white 
maggots the size of kernels of rice wriggled around on the slimy surface, surrounded by what felt 
like millions of adult flies, who rose in buzzing, biting, many-legged clouds when disturbed.  
Despite the essentially nonexistent stream, the drought, the dusty heat, the dawn song 
sounded quite robust to Downy. Nearby, the Western Screech Owl let out a few final groggy 
hoots amid the rising crescendo of morning, which Downy itemized by species as he drank 
slightly gritty coffee from a Nalgene. Say’s Phoebe. Ash-throated Flycatcher. Cassin’s Kingbird. 




Common Raven. He subconsciously listed birds all spring, like a reflex. Sometimes the 
knowledge of birds took the form of little typeface floating through his mind, but mostly the 
awareness just registered itself subconsciously with the rest of the stimuli he experienced. 
  Birds gave him hope, because life went on, no holds barred, until the thumb of 
uncontrollable phenomena, like human development and asteroid collisions, literally snuffed it 
out. The desire to procreate held more power for living beings than the fear of death, he 
thought—maybe in times of threat, the desire to pass on one’s genes, if in diminished numbers, 
grew stronger. Perhaps, his strong desire to copulate with the woman he was supposed to be 
supervising was natural, nothing to be alarmed about, just biology at work.  
American Robin.  
He forcibly steered his mind away from Ash, toward safer thoughts, familiar subjects. 
Toward how evolution moved like a mad, slow bloom following desiccating events such asteroid 
collisions—and, presumably, free ranging cattle being driven from one fragile, exhausted 
ecosystem to the next in petroleum-fueled semi-trucks.  
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher.  
Hundreds of cow assholes leaking a steady stream of methane as they flew down asphalt 
interstates at 75mph, driven by the scummiest middle-class men alive.   
Canyon Towhee.  
It was a good time to be a cow, or an American, reigning supreme over a subdued land. 
Brown-headed Cowbird—of course—and a Eurasian Collared-Dove just waking up too.  
But still, what life existed—invasive and otherwise—went about its business as 
exuberantly as possible, blooming and blooming and blooming, driven by the irrational optimism 




doom; the nature of the drive towards sex did not change. Hierarchies and impending death be 
damned. 
He wondered, again, what Ash looked like naked.  
White-breasted Nuthatch, Spotted Towhee.  
 He tore open a power bar, one with spirulina in it, feeling grim. His stomach fidgeted, 
and his back felt like he’d slept with bare skin pressed against freshly-lain asphalt.  
 Ash caught him off guard. The sound of feet in sand made him gag on his bite of dry, 
compressed energy. When she appeared in front of him, she waved at him again, long slender 
fingers heavy with silver. She wore loose-fitting jeans and a long sleeved, white button-up shirt 
slightly too large for her, covered in the outline of Texas. A hand lens hung around her neck on a 
leather chord. Her hair was in two thick braids—indigenous hair, he thought. He wasn’t sure 
what long, straight black hair was an adaptation for, but he found it beautiful.  
 Western Tanager.  
 She didn’t have a binocular harness; her neck would hurt later. And why was she wearing 
jeans? Better than cutoffs, but she’d be hot and constricted. A Plumbeous Vireo started a hesitant 
song upslope, where sand and Chamisa—Rabbit Brush—gave way to softly sloped canyon walls 
plastered with pinyon and juniper. Ash nodded her head up-canyon, indicating that they should 
walk. He thought maybe her broad mouth contained a hint of amusement. Her eyes were an 
opaque color that looked deep black in this light, and they unnerved him. He was accustomed to 
eyes reminding him of water reflecting off different types of substrates, like granite, or loam, or 
piles of rotting leaves, but her eyes reminded him of coal, of the depths of the Earth.   
 “Would you like to lead the way, so you can try out the GPS?”  




 “Go ahead and stop if you see or hear any birds you don’t know—I can help you these 
first few days.” He thought he sounded patronizing. “I mean, I assume that you’re already 
competent but if…”  
 She raised her eyebrows at him. Amusement definitely lurked around the corners of her 
mouth now.  
  He walked behind her, picking a path up along the edge of the creek, avoiding the algae, 
splashing through the chilly morning water occasionally. Light had not yet reached the canyon; it 
was away to the south and east creeping toward them.  
Rock Wren, Cassin’s Finch.  
 The hint of a tattoo peeked out of her shirt, just visible between her braids. There, a 
single, ink vertebrae arched toward her skull, as if holding it up. A flock of Bushtits, tiny and 
wired, pittered in the Chamisa along the edge of the arroyo bank; the creek didn’t start flowing 
until another quarter mile upstream. Ash stopped abruptly.  
 “What?” He whisper-shouted.  
 Keeping her binoculars to her eyes, she pointed low, toward the silvery base of a thick 
Chamisa. He followed her gaze, focusing into the scrubby shrub. He caught sight first of a 
Lincoln’s Sparrow—which surprised him; didn’t they need water? —then a Vesper Sparrow and 
a Canyon Towhee. This was a teaching moment.  
 “Do you know what those sparrows are?”  
 She shook her head, thick dark brows pressed slightly together. He pressed down the 




 “To identify sparrows,” he instructed, “you have to look at their breasts. The first major 
way to narrow it down to a smaller pool of options is to see whether or not they have streaky 
breasts.” He raked the fingers of his left hand down his chest to illustrate his point.  
 She cupped her right breast and raised her eyebrows, as if to say, like this?  
 “Yes,” he said, feeling heat rise in his face. “The breasts.”   
 “Or if they have spots,” he clarified. “In the center of an otherwise un-patterned breast.” 
Shit, that word. Her hand still rested on her breast, covering one-and-a-half Texas’s. Heat 
sloshed around his body, erupting the suppressed twinge of excitement nausea.   
 Ash pulled her National Geographic field guide out from where she kept it jammed in the 
back of her jeans and thumbed through to the sparrows. She arrived at Vesper Sparrow just as the 
Lincoln Sparrow sang—jew-jew-jew-jew-je-eeeeeeeeee-do-je-e-e-e-to—bubbly, upthrust, a 
sound that belonged to bogs, not this arid, haggard world. This early part of spring lacked clear 
order—too many migrants around. He nodded when she pointed at the painting of the Vesper 
Sparrow. “There’s another streaky-breasted species in there too.”  
 She wedged the book beneath her armpit and pulled her binoculars to her face, peering 
into the tangle of gray stalks.  
 
They did one mock point count before they arrived at the box’s granite mouth, just where the 
water became subterranean and vanished beneath the sand. A slightly boring count, except for a 
raven nest tucked under an overhang, a hulking tangle of juniper and pinyon limbs with a pair of 
fledglings—already! So early in the season—Ravens perched atop it, making alien sounds and 




him—what if she got distracted by behavior and missed a species? She should scan. Was this 
something he needed to mention?  
After the fake count, they moved upstream toward the tightest part of the canyon, where 
the algae and flies reigned supreme. The sun had just hit the tight part of the box canyon, and in a 
normal year the temperature would be far too low for flies to be active this early in the day, but 
already the temperature pressed above seventy. Just as he prepared himself for the irritating 
sensation of hundreds—thousands—of tiny feet and tongues and mouths crawling across every 
bit of flesh he’d been foolish enough to leave exposed, he registered the Cooper’s Hawk out of 
the corner of his eye. It soared high, directly above where exposed granite twisted in a 
constricted oxbow of a box canyon, marking the place where the creek jumped abruptly down 
fifteen feet, creating the pools, as the canyon entered into the lower, more desertous zone. He 
thought something about that bend—maybe atmospheric pressures caused by the dramatic 
landform of jagged exposed granite—caught migrating hawks, because during spring and fall 
this canyon saw a good number of them, plus ravens and vultures, kettling or just passing 
through. When he went to touch Ash’s shoulder to point out the hawk, a tiny jolt of electricity 
passed between them—somehow, one of them had accumulated static—upsetting a few dozen 
flies who had settled in to explore the human flesh.  
 Ash tilted her head back and stared, binoculars up, into the sky. He felt dimly elated 
staring at the place where her ear met her neck, just below a tiny sliver of a silver earring, and 
fought the urge to slap the flies collecting on Ash’s flesh. The hawk floated in controlled arcs 
above the toothy curl of the canyon, flapping its wings only occasionally. He lowered his 
binoculars to wait for Ash to finish watching the hawk, batting at flies, listening and listing. 




Ash continued to stare at the Cooper’s Hawk as it lazed above them. He raised his own 
binoculars back to his face, squinting off the intense blue of the morning sky as he focused on 
the hawk. It was large, an adult female. Cooper’s Hawks didn’t hunt this way, from high up in 
the open, where any sensible rodent would see their shadow coming well before the hawk hit the 
ground. Cooper’s Hawks preferred to move fast through woods, making sharp controlled turns in 
confined spaces like stunt-car drivers, slaughtering careless chickadees while they dozed off 
breakfast. This bird must just be passing through, taking a moment to soar relaxed circles over a 
canyon before flying north to wherever she headed. 
 The bird looked at ease in the air, looping and banking across what he imagined must be 
a column of pressurized air above this chasm of a drainage. To turn, at times steeply, she fanned 
and unfanned her tail and the tips of her wings. It came to him suddenly and certainly that though 
he could identify no logical, biological reason this bird might drape and spin in a pillar of cool 
canyon air, he knew why she flew as she did. The hawk arced for pleasure, because she could 
remain aloft, cradled within invisible currents. She did it for simple joy.  
Ash lowered her binoculars and stared at him, grinning, a dozen flies walking in slow, 
jerky motions across her face. Without stopping to consider the impulse, he waved a hand 
aggressively in front of her face, disrupting the flies—they upset his view. He hadn’t seen her 
smile before. She had chip on one of her front teeth, which were otherwise square and white, 
strong-looking.  
 
Lying on her back under a narrow-leafed cottonwood, which had just opened fresh leaves that 
cast a sweet smell across the canyon, she thought that she, somewhat illogically, disliked Downy 




distain he showed this severely human-altered environment, she could tell he cared deeply about 
it.  
 The dirt felt dry and warm beneath her, and insects hummed soothingly through the air 
above her. The biting flies, which had been terrible downstream, where the canyon tightened to a 
box, had vanished after the water dipped below the surface of the creek bed again, about a 
quarter mile above where the canyon dropped aggressively through bedrock. A perennial—
according to Downy—spring dribbled down from the canyon wall just before the bedrock 
arrived at the surface, a meadow of watercress dappled in fingerlings of light trailing across the 
canyon through thickly-needled yellowing ponderosa branches. The spring kept the company of 
two Ponderosa giants, marking the front line of where the trees could make a go at life and 
succeed, before everything got too low and dry, and the box canyon itself—so tight they had to 
climb carefully hand over hand up portions of the sloping cliff—served as a gate between the 
disparate worlds of wooded mountain foothills and cholla-dominated desert lowlands.  
 Downy saw different stories than she did and verbalized them in precise ways: migrating 
female Coopers Hawk. Damn optimistic Black Phoebes may survive climate change—they keep 
trying to nest in that crack above the pool every year. Usually they get spooked by swimmers—
but the pool’s too nasty for people to want to get in this year. I think that blinking’s normal 
behavior for fledgling Ravens. And he kept stopping to point things out without saying 
anything—like a posse of fierce, tiny muscular gray birds zipping around the lower levels of a 
juniper tittering, or the mud and grass nest of a pair of river flycatchers cradled beneath a granite 
overhang, whose breasts and backs reminded her of black velvet, and another, larger brownish 
gray flycatcher sitting high on a dead ponderosa branch, coaxing a fat orange bug bigger than its 




Downy stood a few feet away now, peering up into the cottonwood with his binoculars.  
“I think it’s a Grace’s Warbler!” he sounded excited. He turned his iceberg eyes to her 
face, asking for something. Warmth generally didn’t emit from irises that color in her 
experience, but she thought she saw earnest good will in his stare. Tiny creases trailed from the 
corners of his eyes, an early sign of aging, which revealed both a propensity for laughter and 
time in the sun. Endearing. She smiled but remained silent. Her father taught her as a child that 
an easy way to make people uncomfortable was to deny them the privilege of hearing your voice 
validating their opinions, and she enjoyed constructing this man’s discomfort.  
 “Do you want to keep walking?” He asked. Dirt hugged the base of his scraggly blond 
beard, rimming the edges of hair where it emerged from his skin. She stood up and walked 
toward him, stopping when she could feel the warmth of his flesh.  
“Are you feeling more confident of the birds now? I felt skeptical in the sandpit of camp 
this morning, but this canyon has a lot going on in it.”  
The warmth of the sun seeped into her skin through her cotton shirt, balancing out the 
heat emitting from him. She took a step back.  
“Some of the sparrows, like the Lincoln’s this morning, probably won’t show up in many 
of our canyons once we really start counting. But you should remember Brewer’s Sparrow and 
the difference between a Grace’s, Yellow-rumped, and Virginia’s Warbler songs.”  
She filed this. Brewer’s Sparrows had the most beautiful song she’d ever heard, an eerie, 
nostalgic slant, like minute streams of water pouring down a scree slope at different rates. And 
she thought she had a sense for the differences between warbler songs—Grace’s were the 




“Try to make sure and scan in broad circles when you’ve finished identifying all of the 
obvious birds.” She rolled her eyes at him. All day he’d tried to rush her on as she watched 
things, but each time he stopped to watch with her his mood seemed to improve. It disappointed 
her that he’d assume her interest in individual behavior meant she’d exhibit less scientific 
meticulousness.  
“What!?” He widened eager eyes at her, his ears flaring up and then dropping. She fought 
the urge to laugh. Her reaction meant something to him. She shrugged and walked on. After a 
moment he followed her.  
He wanted her; it was plain enough.  
His appeal caught her off guard. It must be the way he smelled. She tended to feel more 
animal in places where wildness prevailed. Her heightened awareness of physicality, both his 
and hers, likely reflected this.    
Ahead of them a brash bird with bright rufous siding on its breast and a black hood let out 
a proud, clattering song. A similar bird, evidently female, emerged from the density of shrubbery 
below, alighting beside the male, who hopped onto her back, letting out a series of strangled 
clucks. She glanced at Downy. His pale face flushed pink.  
 
That evening, when they got back to camp, before she could wave at him and retreat to her own 
territory, he gave her a beer. “So,” he asked, handing her a chilly bottle fresh from the bottom of 
the cooler. “What do you think about God?”  
 Walking back down canyon that afternoon, a strange feeling of jubilation drifting around 
the edges of his body, he’d tried to think of a question complicated enough to make Ash speak. 




 Ash burst out laughing, her braids swinging madly. He felt satisfied; she definitely 
needed words to answer.  She handed the beer back to him, still chortling, indicating she didn’t 
want it.  
 “Do you want me to describe Her breasts?” she asked. He felt himself flush—goddamn 
breasts—and what had he been thinking handing an American Indian a beer? He cringed at his 
own foolishness, but, taking a deep breath, decided to play it cool; at least she’d spoken.  
 “We could start there, if that’s what you want to focus on.” He replied, unsuccessfully 
trying to will the heat from his face.  
 “I think Her breast is rufous, mottled like wet red arroyo clay after a long, slow rain.” He 
pictured this; in many of the canyons he surveyed in the foothills of the Sangre de Cristos, the 
dirt leaned redder in color than brown, like thick Mexican hot chocolate. The image of slow rain-
soaked clay arrived with a scent that his mind could neither completely conjure or ignore—a hint 
of fecundity and richness and nostalgia.  
He tried a different angle. “Do God’s breasts produce milk?”  
The curve of one of Ash’s breasts hugged her shirt, bulging slightly against a Texas.  
“Intermittently.” She twisted the ends of her braids around the tips of her fingers, smiling 
slightly. “Only if she’s given birth recently.” She was messing with him, and it felt good.   
 “So, God is a mammal?” Nothing else produced milk, so far as he knew.  
 “God is a concept; part of a story to guide the people.” Ash said it like it was obvious. 
She stopped playing with her hair and sat down in the sand, rolling her jeans up, exposing her 
calves, slightly dusty and covered in soft, sparse hair. She didn’t shave her legs, which meant she 
probably didn’t shave anything else either. To his surprise, he found this increased her exoticism, 




now that he’d like to see if body hair actually reduced femininity—something which, up to this 
point, he’d never questioned.   
 “Who are the people?” It felt so relieving to finally talk to her, though abstract 
conversations of this nature somewhat stressed him out. He favored objectivity and reason, the 
scientific method, over foolish religious stories to explain the world. He preferred the truth. 
Religion made people illogical. He picked a shriveled cholla limb up from the ground at his feet 
and tossed it into the bushes, smoothing the sand with his feet before sitting down gingerly.  
 “All of us.”  
 “I don’t subscribe to stories.” He tried to say it playfully, squishing his bottom into the 
sand.  
















CHAPTER 2: THE COWS 
Northern New Mexico, early June  
She panicked a bit during her early point counts. The symphony of morning overwhelmed her; 
the exuberance of song seemed to emerge from the canyon itself, a vibrating, pulsing net of 
connections that made up an identity all its own. She wondered what might happen if she 
focused on the collective, the wholeness of the morning and herself within it—what the canyon 
might reveal then. But that wasn’t her task; her task was to pick apart, to isolate, which daunted 
her; she felt as if she must untangle a ball of yarn after cats play and weave it into a particular 
pattern of preordained meaning. It took real attention to delineate between species, to isolate and 
account for individuals—but not individuals exactly, collections of names and habitats.   
She found, ultimately, that she experienced most success if she considered the birds as 
single entities, rather than data points—that her capacity to delineate between birds dramatically 
increased when she thought of the birds in the context of personality—but still entered them as 
data, rather than persons. She placed her focus in a single direction at a time, considering the 
sounds that she located erupting from spaces she could imagine but not see. The soft, deeply 
musical pour of song (Downy had identified it as a weak warble) emanating from the cluster of 
oak upslope: Virginia’s Warbler. The exuberant bubbling emitting from a pile of fallen pinyon 
bits slightly closer to her: House Wren. She pictured him, the wren, rebellious and bold, singing 
for sex as he hopped deftly between twigs and bark sloughing off the collapsed tree.   
 High above her, a Black-billed Magpie let out a heckling series of throaty calls, sharply 
contrasting black and white flashing in the morning. Two others followed close behind, silent. 




The canyon reached into the toes of the Rocky Mountains, passing through mesas where, 
wandering the previous afternoon, she’d stumbled upon the crumbling remains of Apache 
lookout rings still watching the plains, which spanned out to the south and west as far as the eye 
could see, interrupted only occasionally by a dinky mesa speckled in dark pinyon and juniper.  
She felt at home here; it reminded her of a combination between Durango, where she’d 
lived the past six years, and her native West Texas, where Dad and his partner Huck had raised 
her to love the capstone canyons and vast expanses of dusty, cow attacked flat lands, peppered 
with chugging oil wells, the air heavy with the smell of crude oil. The land felt harsher in New 
Mexico than in Colorado, but softer and less beaten than West Texas, like the memory of the 
time before colonization lived closer to the surface in New Mexico still, like if she listened hard 
enough the land might impart to her the way things went if people lived with the land rather than 
against it. In the Texas capstone country, she sometimes felt she could still hear the footfalls of 
Huck’s ancestors, the Comanche, or the thunder of bison hooves, but too often a park ranger or 
cop wearing a bullet proof vest would stop her and demand identification, sniff her like she must 
have done something wrong, and the sound of footsteps would fade into her imagination. In 
Texas, wild places were guarded by white men with guns, but in her two weeks in New Mexico, 
she hadn’t seen one cop on public land. 
The land felt edgy—dry, full of cactus and jagged exposures of rock—but nurturing, 
somehow, comfortable with her presence within it. As she moved down canyon, toward the box 
where the Cooper’s Hawk had danced in the air currents, she wondered what she could give back 
to this place that welcomed her, if counting birds in an attempt to—maybe—incrementally 




After the first bird point count, she felt more at ease, and now, moving to the final point 
assigned her, she felt eager to begin the work of listening more deeply to the morning’s 
identities. Her final point was in the center of a wide bench of land, a place where the canyon 
opened a bit before narrowing significantly as it headed for the granite box. Astride the creek, a 
row of seven elder cottonwood stood, wearing varying degrees of spring foliage, their thick 
limbs reaching outward like octopi tentacles. She knew of nothing more miraculous than ancient 
cottonwoods in arid lands. The first tree in the line still showed bright rufous inflorescences, 
whereas the next tree in line wore an abundance of tiny, electric green leaves. She inhaled 
deeply, relishing the sweet, almost alcoholic smell of the trees; freshly opened cottonwood 
leaves in the Southwest shouted the fecundity of this dry place in a deeply comforting way.  
 The year had been dry, though. She could feel it in the way even the cholla seemed to 
cave in on themselves, their lower limbs yellowing, hanging limp toward the dusty earth. The 
creek didn’t flow here, or anywhere she’d counted past a spring that trickled from a watercress-
laden slope a mile up from where the jutting pink granite popped to the surface, which meant that 
of the eight-mile section of Apache Creek they surveyed, less than two miles had surface water. 
According to Downy, who had spent some of his childhood not far from here, the stream had 
been perennial until around fifteen years ago, when the pressure of drilling wells for homes in 
the hills near Santa Fe and erosion and presumably climate change had zapped the flow, pulled it 
underground except where un-porous rock—as in the box canyon—pushed it to the surface. Two 
of the cottonwoods had barely leafed out at all, and raising her binoculars to her face, she saw 
they were mostly dead. A climate drying fast enough to kill trees at elevation, with their roots 
right down in the creek, foreshadowed a time of deep grief approaching. If there wasn’t water 




comfortably rested, it seemed unlikely that there would be enough water to sprout new, baby 
cottonwoods—particularly in competition with the more tenacious, drought tolerant new comers 
like Russian olive, tamarisk, and Siberian elm. If the trend of drought continued, as seemed 
likely, this might be the last generation of cottonwood elders to dapple the canyon in their magic; 
and when they left, banished to wetter places, who else would leave?  
She shook her head aggressively to chase the thoughts away; she needed to concentrate 
on who lived here still. Lifting her clipboard, she hit the go button on her stop watch. Eight 
minutes to see who was around, to categorize them according to their colonial names. She 
focused. Plumbeous Vireo, releasing a cautious song from the shelter of a juniper; she couldn’t 
find him, but not far from where he sang, she spotted a lady, carrying material to build a home. 
Female carrying nesting material, she jotted down, pair in a family way? A Ruby-Crowned 
Kinglet jammed out from the top of one of the cottonwoods, pumping his red crest up and down 
like a rock star. Bullock’s Oriole singing, cockily—oh, and a female, and another female, 
threesome? How risqué. Four American Robins. The gentle rise of a warbler song. Who was it? 
An Audubon’s? She scanned trying to locate the bird. The far-off whistle of a Townsend’s 
Solitaire. Some sass from a Bewick’s Wren. The soft airy whirr of a Black-chinned 
Hummingbird displaying his profound masculinity nearby.  
 When her timer beeped, and she stopped her scanning to find Downy watching her, 
standing silently in the stream bed about a hundred and fifty meters away, she shrieked softly.  
 “How did you sneak up on me, butter boy?” she demanded, walking toward him. A slight 
smile hovered around his lips. His nose glowed red from sunburn, his reddish blond hair mussed, 




 “Butter boy?” He stopped two feet from her, staring intently at her lips, ruddy brow 
furrowed.  
 “White,” she clarified. “Did a squirrel steal your hat?” The previous day, before she’d 
started talking, he’d gone on a rant about the “invasive” Gordon’s squirrel, which had moved in 
from Arizona to destroy already-struggling conifer foliage. He seemed to take colonization by 
species other than humans very personally, considering all the colonization—most of it 
anyway—originated with the behavior of his own race. Why begrudge a culture of squirrels that 
decided to try their luck a few hundred miles east of their accepted homeland? Who knew what 
sent them this way, what was happening at home? Creatures had to get places sometime. White 
Americans had such problems with migrants who threatened their comfort; they seemed often to 
forget that they themselves were the most lethal invasive ever to travel. Migration happened, and 
sometimes it led to the genocide of the previous locals; Ash felt dubious about the authority of 
scientists to determine the moral alignment of beings other than themselves.  
 He looked confused now and slightly hurt maybe. “I lost it,” he replied, shifting his gaze 
to her mouth. “I don’t know where the fuck it went.”  
 “How do you lose such a behemoth?” He laughed this time. His odor was rich, spicy, 
earthy, like a blond mustelid. She fought the urge to lean toward him and sniff. He’d been 
sweating.  
 “No idea,” he said. “But I’m getting sunburned and we should probably move—we have 
to drive a ways today.” She gestured that he should walk in front of her down canyon.   
 “How’d the counting go today,” he asked. “You get anything interesting?”  
 “Define interesting.” She resisted the temptation to point out that she hadn’t gotten 




 “Unexpected.”  
 “I mean, I’m new to this.” To the naming and sorting and separating, not to the paying 
attention. A curve of dirt lined the neck of his tee-shirt where his farmer’s tan began. He paused 
for a moment to turn towards her again.  
 “Did you seen anything that excited you?” Warmth for this awkward stranger bloomed in 
her.  
 “I saw some bright red flowers on a cluster of tiny breast-shaped,” she paused slightly. 
She knew he’d blanch visibly at the word breast, and he did. “Cacti,” she finished.  
 “You found blooming Echinocereus?! Where?!”  
 “Around the fifth point.” His iris contained spackles of violet near the pupil. “Just one 
cluster. They were nestled in a crevice on a rock face that had a little water seeping out of it. 
There were a few ferns too.”  
 “Ahhhh!” he burst. “Like a desert fairy rookery! There’s usually more of that, but it’s 
been so fucking dry this year.”  
 “You swear a lot for a man who wears exclusively quick-dry khaki pants,” she poked. He 
frowned.  
 “That’s an assumption. How do you know I only wear quick-dry pants? I haven’t even 
changed since we met.” She laughed.  
 “Do you wear mostly quick dry pants?” she asked, as he turned to keep walking down the 
creek.  
 “They’re more practical,” he responded. “And I swear a lot because my mother used to 





They passed the last curve before the canyon descended into the box in silence, where the 
colossal pair of ponderosas stood like sentinels guarding the passage to another world and 
clambered down a sloping portion of cliff in the narrowest part of the canyon, where the granite 
dropped like the uneven giant stairs. She wished he’d break the silence again, but he didn’t. 
When they rounded the final coil of the elevational leap to where the water pooled and grew 
thick algae and flies, they came upon three baby cows and two mothers, standing in the water 
cooling off, draped in places with off-green braids of algae. Everyone was surprised. The mother 
cows, who grazed on wane patch of crab-grass on the north side of the creek, stopped chewing to 
stare with blank brown bovine eyes. One of the calves took off running down the creek 
immediately, hollering, a clump of algae flopping comically on its back, propelled by the motion 
of its panic. The other two, up to their velvety black bellies in the pool, their backs creeping with 
flies, froze, petrified, one releasing its bowels.  
 Downy yelled, jumping from the small ledge of the final granite stair he and Ash stood 
on, into the pool, crushing a tumble weed resting on the surface. Algae, flies, water and cow shit 
exploded around him, liquid slapping against rock as it fell, the sound dimmed by the roar of 
flies. Sludge fell upon the remaining calves, who moved to bolt, as Downy pulled himself 
through the waist deep water in pursuit, howling profanities, kicking a calf hard in the rear as it 
fled, so it screamed.  
 Ash stood above the pool and watched the group of them go, dust and water mingling in 
the air, Downy bellowing incoherently, the mothers maneuvering themselves between him and 




 A pair of dazzling orange dragonflies lazed passed her, fused at the butt, traversing 
through the vibrating, whining mass of flies. The disturbed pool was a turbid slop of green and 
brown.  
 “I guess he has feelings,” she muttered. The aired tasted like fresh cow shit—a nostalgic 
smell. 
 She followed him downstream. A patrolling swallowtail, bright yellow and nearly the 
size of her hand fluttered near her head, focused on the space beyond her. This butterfly had 
important instincts to attend to, a moment to be present for; he had no time or need to grieve the 
losses of the morning.  
 She found Downy sitting on a sandy bank at the place where the creak dropped below the 
surface of dry sand, with his ruddy head in his hands. A foot to his left, a freshly impaled fence 
lizard twitched on a yucca spine, its cerulean belly patches sparkling in the sun—the work of a 
Loggerhead Shrike. She glanced around to locate the bird—she had yet to see one this spring—
but it had gone, so she wiggled her butt into the sand to sit beside him.  
 “You’re going to have to change now,” she observed. Covered in cow shit and algae bits, 
already his quick-dry pants shriveled dry. She watched his face as he tried desperately to scratch 
his back. Considering his messy wet eyes, she realized they reminded her more of a submerged 
blue whale she’d once seen than an iceberg. 
 “Cattle are killing everything I love and there’s science that proves it and nobody cares,” 
he said. “And my goddamn back feels like it’s about to slough off.” A fat tear slopped from the 
puddle in his eyes. Impulsively, she slid her hand into his hair at the back of his neck, feeling the 




 “It’s just a system,” she said after a moment. “What you’re so upset about. It’s just trying 
to stay alive like everything else.” What drove men to let cows up tiny creeks in deserts was a 
biological part of their brains, not a rational one. Most of what people did from moment to 
moment, they did from cultural habit, from instinct, and then justified rationally by whatever 
means necessary later. Cattle men were the same as other people—varied. She thought of her 
Dad’s partner Huck and wondered whether he’d run his cows up this creek if the land was his. 
She thought not. He only raised cattle because he couldn’t follow bison. 
 “What are you talking about?” he asked, tilting his head back against her hand slightly.   
 “I mean that you’re not upset at these cows, you’re upset at the people who let cows in 
desert creeks. But more than that you’re upset at the poor logic pervasive in the belief structures 
driving people to make that bad choice. Which means you’re upset not at the cows but at the 
systems and history that puts the cows where they don’t belong for reasons that only make short-
term sense for a few people.” She’d said more than she really wanted to. She didn’t mention that 
Dad and Huck, the men who raised her, ran a few cattle each year.  
 “You’ve gone from refusing to talk to me to telling me how I feel in twenty-four hours,” 
he observed, tipping his head away from her hand, his voice carrying an edge.  
 “That wasn’t telling you how you feel. That was an observation.”  
 “So, something you consider fact?”  
 “You kicked a baby cow, even though it wasn’t the cow’s fault, and now you’re covered 
in algae and shit, crying. These truths are self-evident.” 
 “You don’t get it,” he said. “I grew up partly in Iowa. It hurts when ecosystems get 




 “I grew up in West Texas,” she corrected him. “And all of my ancestors lost land to 
colonizers.” She didn’t know that for a fact; she knew little of her mother, who had come from 
south central Mexico and gifted Ash her chocolate skin, but it seemed safe to assume that some 
theft had occurred. Her dad, Rory, was Irish—that family narrative of oppression belonged to 
another continent, but loss of land had certainly occurred. She put the tip of her thumb that had 
touched Downy’s sweat in her mouth. It tasted salty.  
   “West Texas sucks,” he acknowledged. “The whole place smells like crude petroleum 
and dust.”  
 “I love West Texas. It’s home. Do you love Iowa?” Dropping her hand to her lap, she 
stood without waiting for him to answer and walked away down the arroyo toward camp.  
 The day tasted bitter in her mouth now, and dry, so dry. She wanted to bite him and shake 
him equally. Water mass left her at an alarming rate in the crisping sun. Her dad would tell her 
now to keep her head screwed on every which way it needed to be. Don’t lose your head in 













 CHAPTER 3: MOSSY STONE 
Central Iowa, early June 
Mossy woke hungover to the grind of her phone on vibrate, ringing on the bedside table. She 
grabbed it to ignore the call, but when she saw her prodigal brother Downy’s name, she swiped 
right.  
 “What’s up?” She felt dim and nauseous, unprepared to be awake. The hum of a busy 
road carried from wherever Downy stood through to her phone. “Are you at a gas station? How’s 
the field season?”  
“I’m at a gas station,” he verified. She pictured him there, in blinding light, backlit 
against the hum of cars. She reached beside the bed and picked up a bottle of tequila, three 
quarters gone, and took a large swig, fighting the urge to gag as it charred its way down to her 
guts. She needed her hangover to lessen. “How are you?”   
 She ignored the question. “How’s the chick you’re working with?”  
 “I think she’s Native American.”  
“And?” She took too more large gulps of the tequila, finishing it.  
“How’s mom?” Downy shifted the subject.  
 “If you answered the phone when she called, you’d know. What else is your coworker 
besides Indian?” She suspected that the coworker was why he’d called. Downy didn’t crave 
contact often, but he occasionally liked to hear his feelings played back for him or get some 
feedback about his behavior, same as most people. “She’s hot, right?” Mossy’d had a feeling 
about this field season for Downy, that somehow it would stir up his life a bit, but she couldn’t 
say why, so she hadn’t mentioned it to him.   




 “And you feel what about that?” She had a hard time predicting how Downy would do 
with women. She thought when he did well it was because people could tell he was 
fundamentally decent, but not square, and when he did poorly it was because he missed social 
cues. But women loved or hated him, in a way habitually reserved for macho men, which Downy 
wasn’t.  
 “I kicked a baby cow last week,” he paused, both near and distant. “And then I cried 
about it.” Mossy laughed; how very in character of him. She pictured his familiar hands, 
fingernails bitten down to the quick, large and square, with thick white blond fuzz on the lowest 
segments, clutching his cracked phone.  
 “You just found a cow to kick?” Her body felt warm; the dull ache of her hangover gone 
with the introduction of new tequila. 
 “They were in the creek—shitting all in the water—in a canyon I work in and I 
completely lost it.” He sounded sheepish. Mossy tried to conjure what it felt like to stand in a 
canyon in the southwest in June—many of her happiest memories were from her childhood in 
New Mexico—but she couldn’t muster the sensation. Spring in Iowa meant moisture-burdened 
air and thunder, and water so poisonous and abundant no got upset about a few misplaced cows 
shitting in a creek. And everything always smelled like shit; Iowa produced fifty million shitting 
pigs per year; a person got used to the smell. “And then she put her hand in my hair.”  
 “She what?” The last time Downy had fallen in love with a field partner, at least five 
years ago now, the woman had been in a relationship and things had not gone well. Fluids had, 




 “I was covered in shit and sweating, and she put her hand in my hair. And then licked her 
thumb.” This woman sounded like bright news; Mossy smiled up at the plastic constellations 
spackled across the stucco ceiling of her studio apartment.  
 “She licked her thumb? Racy.”  
 “Yeah.” She liked that he sounded raw.  
 “Did you like it?”  
 “I think so.”   
 “Well, you know I’d fuck her.” She would, it sounded like a hot intense mess, and those 
always started delicious.   
 “I know you would.” He sounded affectionate. “How’s the married man?”  
 “I broke up with him. I started to see that I was having a negative impact on his life.” He 
was also her boss, which seemed rather ill-fated. He’d taken the ending surprisingly well, which 
relieved her, as it meant she didn’t need to find another job.  
 “Moss, you need to get out of Iowa. You sound low as fuck. Can’t you go hang out with 
Howard for a while or something?” Howard was their older half-brother—born of a careless 
ejaculation early in their father’s life—who lived in northern California. Neither of them ever 
talked to him.  
 “Howard’s a square and his wife thinks I’m immoral.”  
 “You are immoral.” Downy always suggested she go west—never to stay with him, of 
course—but she didn’t think Iowa was quite as bad as he made out. Worse places existed to 
pause one’s life.  
 “I’m reading the New Testament. Or actually, right now I’m reading the Gideons Bible, 




the New Testament.” She shared this anecdote because she knew it would make him laugh, and it 
did.  
 “Really?” he asked. “Weren’t you reading Nietzsche the last time we talked?” She hadn’t 
gotten far with Beyond Good and Evil before the Bible appeared; she had a short attention span. 
“That seems like a healthier choice for a chronically depressed person.”  
 “I’m not depressed.”  
 “Yes, you are; you drink enough to have cirrhosis of the liver by 35, and you live with 
Mom in the least stimulating place in the country.”  
 “I don’t live with mom.”  
 “You basically do.” Her apartment was connected to their mother’s house.  
 “You’re just biased against Iowa.” He always had been. She knew it wasn’t great, but 
Downy made it sound like Satan’s ranch. And it wasn’t like his mental health was the best—he’d 
been erratic for months, moody and forgetful. “Mom and I were fighting the other day and she 
suggested, again, that I read the Bible and consider the selfishness of my grievous life of sin—”  
 “That doesn’t sound like her language,” Downy objected.  
 “Yeah, I’m paraphrasing—but the point is, it suddenly occurred to me not having read the 
New Testament as a person in this country meant a serious gap in understanding American 
culture.” Mossy retrieved the toenail clippers from her bedside drawer and began with her left 
pinky toe. “So, I’m reading it, like literature. Taking it at face value, trying to contextualize it as 
a historical story.” She snipped the quick of her third toe, so it bled.  
 “This ought to be interesting,” Downy said, dryly. She could read and rant about the real-
world implications/applications of just about anything, and Downy would tolerate it and ask at 




but rarely found it, and it was always coupled with some other deal breaker, like a heroin habit or 
an obnoxiously insecure case of erectile dysfunction. He also refrained, for the most part, for 
ragging on her about the fact she never finished anything.  
 “Have you ever thought about the Holy Ghost?” She asked him.  
 “No.”  
 “Hasn’t mom told you to?”  
“Mom and I don’t talk.” Downy didn’t talk to their father either—had stopped when their 
dad went to federal prison after trying to shoot down the group of Feds who arrived to bust his 
illegal marijuana and mushrooms operation with a semi-automatic weapon, screaming about 
fascism and government corruption, an event he had not been present to witness (Mossy had) but 
had made cement judgements about anyway after reading about it on several online news sites. 
Mossy sometimes wondered what would happen if she did something that really transgressed 
against Downy’s sense of reason, like converting to Mormonism—would Downy stop calling her 
then, too? Deep down she believed he wouldn’t, but she’d also been through enough in her life to 
believe that unconditional love didn’t exist. 
  “The story’s more exciting than I anticipated, honestly.” That wasn’t true; she’d lost 
interested after fifteen pages. “I’m surprised how rich with meaning it is. Mary was impregnated 
by a Holy Ghost—without her consent—and then, if I’m reading it right, her husband, Joseph, 
decided to protect her from social shaming by hiding her—”  
“Sucks to be Mary.”  
“Yeah, so little agency—and then an Angel came to Joseph to tell him what was up, that 
a Holy Ghost had impregnated her with God’s seed.”  




 “Not explicitly no. Maybe Jesus got to avoid the mess of fertilization and just appear as a 
soulful embryo.” One of the big holes in most religion, in Mossy’s opinion, was the lack of a 
solid answer to where the heavenly figures appeared from. No matter which way one looked at it, 
the origins of life always arrived at something from nothing, which was uncomfortable to think 
about much. “But Woodpecker, doesn’t the Holy Ghost seem a little suspicious? Like, how are 
we defining ghost here?” She needed to talk to a priest.  
 “A little weird,” he agreed. “I got to go in a sec Moss.”  
 “Wait!” She grabbed the book. “Can I read you one passage?” 
 “One passage,” he said. She thought he secretly liked it when she talked too much.  
 “I think you’ll like it. It’s one of the early descriptions of John the Baptist.” She read: 
“and the same John had his raiment of camel’s hair, and a leathern girdle about his loins; and 
his meat was locusts and wild honey. Isn’t that insanely suggestive?”  
 “Meat like wild honey, huh?” She thought she felt him pausing on the other end of the 
line, about to say something, but when after a moment he said nothing she said, “I’ll let you go. I 
love you. And Downy?”  
“I love you too. What?”  
“I know at some level you want to get this girl pregnant, but don’t; you’re no Holy 
Ghost.”   
When she got off the phone, she took a shower, making the water hot enough that it 
burned. It was one in the afternoon. Four hours until she had to be at work. The artificial boost of 
the tequila already passed. She could feel heavy, formless anxiety hovering around the edges of 





Downy hung up the phone and stood leaning against the crumbling stucco wall of a truck stop in 
Espanola, under a grating midday sun. He hadn’t really needed to get off the phone, but Mossy 
had started to overwhelm him. That happened, talking to her. Her brain just moved too fast, and 
in too many directions, and even though he never felt bored with her, sometimes he got a little 
mentally motion sick. 
Ash, wearing sandals for protection and a grim expression, had gone inside the truck stop 
to purchase a shower.  
“God knows what could await me in there,” she’d said, forebodingly, clutching a plush 
orange beach towel with turquoise starfish on it. “Florescent bacteria coating the base of the 
shower stalls. People shooting up and fucking making pig noises. That sort of thing, probably. 
This isn’t a town I’d expect a respectable truck stop from.”  
Downy itched to get on the road again, leave this dirty, drugged out town for the 
wilderness again. Mossy had sounded extra low to him; he wished she would just leave Iowa and 
couldn’t understand why she didn’t. He thought Mossy was lowkey brilliant; before she’d started 
drinking heavily and smoking pot daily, she’d had a memory for detail that made him angry with 
jealousy. She read widely, novels and nonfiction about social science and psychology and 
ecopsychology and made connections between texts and the physical world that always surprised 
him. She was funny, perceptive, the kind of person who could get strangers’ children to stop 
crying simply by engaging them in conversation, and she treated everyone, of every age, like 
equals. 
He walked around back of the truck stop to see if he couldn’t catch an interesting bird in 




dog shit and vomit, and the waste-removal-bag dispenser stood empty. The elms were vacant but 
for a couple of dozing Common Nighthawks, their whiskers twitching periodically in their sleep.  
Because Mossy did nothing with her innate gifts, all her mental energy rotted, made 
compost of everything around her, while she drank so much the vitality that had plagued her 
during childhood—leading, Downy suspected, to the childhood trauma that had led her to 
drink—drained from her, replaced by a dullness. With it, came a tendency to repeat jokes, 
forgetting she’d already told them, and an inability to finish whatever she read. Downy blamed 
their mother for this.  
Downy kicked a clump of gravel savagely, so the small rocks sprayed. Thinking about 
Mossy’s rape still made him feel sick to his stomach with rage—wasn’t the story too familiar? 
Shouldn’t his mother, who had joined the cult—The Rising—have known better? Charismatic 
cult leader sexually abuses followers. Shouldn’t his diddling, unfaithful, weak-minded father 
have done more than apologize for cheating on his mother and letting Ava take him and Mossy 
without a fight? Daniel, their dad, might have been unable to keep his penis in his pants, but he’d 
surely been a better parent than their mother. One of the core dogmas of Rising etiquette had 
stated that parents and children should not be left together; the cult fused to become a single cell 
with Ra, their guru, as its nucleus. So, Downy knew it must have been difficult for Mossy to get 
a moment alone with their mother, Ava, to tell her about Ra’s abuse. But somehow, tenacious 
Mossy had managed it. And then boom, everything had gone up like an explosion of shit—or 
rather, an explosion of New Aged people, betrayed but no less unmoored from reality than when 
they’d believed they comprised a single, Ra-centered cell.   
Downy couldn’t remember hardly anything from his time in the Rising—he’d heard most 




their mother, Ava, had never forgiven Mossy for shattering the illusion that in some mythical 
future The Risen might find themselves freed—together—from the brutal struggles of the earthly 
plane. An elemental and circadian gravity pulled Ava toward insanity. She didn’t see it as her job 
to think; she saw it as her destiny to believe. And act. Logic had nothing to do with truth, in his 
mother’s opinion. Whatever Mossy had told their mother had led her to go to the police; Ava had 
never let Mossy forget she believed this an indiscretion. Because of her abuse of Mossy and 
complete insanity, Downy no longer spoke to his mother.  
He looked around the depressing gravel patch of a dog walking zone bitterly, reaching his 
hand back under his shirt to scratch his rash, which itched. When his fingernails contacted the 
enflamed skin, he sighed with relief, scratching until several of the whiteheads on his back burst, 
wetting his fingers with slick puss. He pulled his hand out and stared at the delicate pieces of 
white flesh—wet skin, whitehead caps—stuck beneath his nails.  
“Downy?” he heard Ash calling. “Downy?” He turned himself back towards where he’d 
parked his truck, thinking suddenly of Ash showering, of the body he’d imagined naked, covered 
in suds. Passing close to the base of an elm, he wiped his puss-covered fingers and dead skin 
against the trunk and hurried towards the sound of Ash’s voice.  
 
When Mossy got out of the shower, she rolled a joint, grabbed the Bible and a blanket, and—
wearing a towel—went outside to smoke. Spring had reached Iowa late this year, with winter 
extending to the third week of April. And it had been dry—dry and cold—so the lushness and 
long, fecund waves of bloom that she looked forward to in spring never really arrived. When the 
weather finally warmed up, it happened quickly, so all the plants and trees blasted into being at 




explained the origins of a God—she might almost be able to accept the concept of divinity, if she 
could just find the right cosmic soil to dig in. Maybe she just needed to look harder.  
Their mother, Ava, lived in large house on a slight hill—about the most elevational 
gradient Mossy knew of for a good fifteen miles, until where the Des Moines River carved a 
wiggly path through farmland geographically flatter that a crepe. Ava’d inherited the property 
from Mossy’s grandpa Tom, who had started a small local convenience store—Come and 
Pump—in the 1930s, which lived through the Depression and—when he sold his ten locations in 
2005—had made him enough cash to leave his six children with comfortable inheritances and 
modest trust funds to put their kids through college. Ava received her family’s house when her 
siblings preferred to continue living fancy city lives on the coasts. The property—some ten 
acres—was mostly either wooded or mowed, but in a corner of the extended lawn, pressed 
against some sad hackberry trees, Mossy’s grandmother, Bertha, had created a “secret” garden, 
walled in lilacs, which had grown massive in the 60 years since their roots met soil. Inside the 
lilac hedge lay a patch of tall green grass and prairie flowers, and Mossy lay her blanket close to 
the south wall of the hedge, in tall grass that shaded the blanket’s edges.  
Between pulls off the joint, she took deep breaths, trying to accept the heavy feeling of 
nausea in her body—like she’d poisoned herself, which she had—willing the fresh air and weed 
to normalize and neutralize like it usually did. She wondered how ill-suited to him Downy’s 
coworker was; he had little sense for self-preservation, often became wildly infatuated with 
unavailable women, or women who hated him, or women he had nothing in common with—
Mossy thought that was one of the few traits their parents had managed to pass down to both of 




She heard approaching footfalls, her mother’s crisp gate. “Mossy, dear?” Ava’s chilly 
voice called.  
 “Fuck,” she muttered, snubbing out the joint desperately and arranging her towel around 
her armpits, snuggly. “Lady bad judgement herself.” She glanced down at her bare legs, her 
crotch nearly visible at the hem of the towel. She scooted forward to the edge of the blanket, so 
her legs extended into the grass and wrapped herself in the blanket. Her mother ducked her head 
through the hole in the lilac patch, her manicured gray waves carrying small twigs from the 
hedge. Her glacial eyes spun over Mossy.  
 “Why are you naked?” 
 “I’m not naked.” Her mother stepped the rest of the way through the hedge, towering 
over Mossy.  
 “Then why are you wrapped in that blanket?” 
 “I’m obviously not naked if I’m wrapped in a blanket.”   
 “Don’t be dense,” Ava said, imperiously. Mossy hadn’t inherited her mother’s insane, 
oblivious self-confidence. Indeed, she possessed the reverse: a deep, paralyzing self-doubt that 
chewed on everything she did.  
 “I just got out of the shower.” Mossy worried her mother could tell she was stoned and 
tried to widen her eyes slightly, gradually enough that Ava wouldn’t notice.  
 “You’re going to get ticks on your legs if you sit like that for long. They’ll crawl up into 
the blanket and all over your naked torso too. And into your vagina.”  
 “Let it never be said that all Christians are prudes.”  
“I’m serious; you don’t want a tick in between your labia—think about it. Engorged on 




gag, which must have showed on her face, because her mother said, “Exactly. You should take 
better care of your life.”  
 “People drive cars and eat bacon all the time—both things are much more likely to harm 
me than a blood sucker, mom.” She pressed the image of a tick fused to her cervix away. She 
realized she hadn’t been breathing and took a gasping breath in through her nose, relaxing her 
eyes, which she’d been holding unnaturally wide.  
 “What are you doing with your face?” Mossy squinted at her mother. She had amazing, 
misleading crow’s feet, which hinted at a woman who smiled a lot and loved to laugh, and deep 
lines on her forehead from raising her eyebrows. Mossy thought, staring at her now, that if she 
saw her mother at a grocery store, she’d make a positive impression—proof that one should 
never judge a book by its cover. Mossy rarely saw Ava laugh or smile.  
 “I’m not doing anything with my face, mom.” She knows I’m stoned, Mossy thought, it’s 
part of the fucking family legacy. It’s in my blood, in my name, on my godforsaken birth 
certificate; she married it, remember—Stone—she knows. She knows. But if Ava knew, she still 
said nothing. Mossy tried to breathe at a regular pace.  
 “You’re thinking something I wouldn’t’t like.” Her mother’s voice contained a hint of 
familiar dryness and she tipped her head slightly—to see Mossy’s face a different way, Mossy 
thought.  
 “Get out of my head,” she commanded her mother. Leave me alone, she added silently, 
please leave.  
 “I thought I heard you talking on the phone earlier.” Mossy hated feeling policed, loathed 
her mother for treating her always as if she couldn’t take care of herself.  




 “Didn’t I just?”  
 “Mother, can you teach me the subtle art of distain the way you taught me substance 
abuse?” Her mother’s eyebrows elevated slowly, pleating her forehead, pronouncing the 
emotional fault lines lying visible there on her face. A dazzling shimmer of green feathers and 
beating wings blurred in jerky lines around the periphery of Mossy’s sight, a tiny female 
hummingbird.  
“You know,” she said to her mother, pointing at the vibrating streak in the air that was a 
bird. “Downy told me Ruby-throated Hummingbirds beat their wings on average 53 times a 
second.” She thought she felt something small, with extra legs, crawling up her inner thigh and 
fought the urge to slap it, deciding she would rather get a tick fused on her cervix than give her 
mother the satisfaction of knowing she’d shaken Mossy’s comfort.   
 “Were you talking to Downy?” Mossy understood that that was why Ava had pushed 
through the bush to see her—the belief that she might have spoken with Downy. Her stomach 
sank slightly, though she couldn’t understand why she should would want Ava to come and talk 
to her for her own sake. The plunge of sadness paused her. 
 “I was,” she acknowledged. The feeling of tiny legs creeping across her flesh was starting 
to get to her; casually, she ran a surreptitious hand down her thigh, searching for arthropods 
trekking up her body. Her neck started to tire of tilting backward, so she could see her mother; 
the space between them had taken on a wooden quality. As some part of Mossy had hoped that 
her mother, who she did not want to talk to, had come to speak to her not about prodigal Downy 
but of herself (the disappointing, often overlooked daughter), some part of Ava had clearly hoped 
that if Downy were making phone calls home he would also have called his mother. But he 




deflated, neither the person the other one wanted. Mossy stood up; her escape in the lilacs had 
been thwarted and she itched to move. 
 “I’m going into the house to get dressed,” she said.  
 “I want to hear about your conversation.” 
 “Call him, mom.”  
 “He won’t—” Her mother stopped abruptly and reached up to tug on one of her well-
worked silver waves.  
 “Yeah,” said Mossy, ducking through the lilacs, raising her voice so her mother could 


















CHAPTER 4: A DEER, A LIZARD, AND A LOWRIDER 
Northern New Mexico, mid-June 
He registered the sight of the deer after he felt it crumple and roll under the truck. In his mind, it 
seemed small, almost the size of a dog. Easy to crush. The muted thud as it hit the truck was 
followed by a the squishy, dragging sound of flesh grating against pavement, compressed by the 
weight of the truck. Then, the truck had passed over the deer, so the stillness, the regular hum of 
the engine, reverberated uncomfortably in his ears as an absence.  
 “What was that?” Ash asked, although he thought she must already know. The car behind 
them had pulled off. A man and woman got out.  
 “A deer. Didn’t you see it?” He stepped out of the truck, trying to remember when the 
last time he’d sharpened his vegetable-cutting knife—was it sharp enough to slit the deer’s 
throat? 
 The woman, who wore impractical platform sandals and dyed her hair a dark red that 
didn’t belong in nature, nodded at the man searching for something in the back seat.  
 Audubon’s Warbler. Mountain Chickadee. Spotted Towhee.  
 “He’s got a gun,” the woman said. “Do you want him to…?” The deer jerked in the road, 
its useless legs pulsing against the asphalt, tongue slightly out. The weight of his ancient Toyota 
pickup truck had snapped its spine.   
 “Yes.” The man had emerged from the back of the car, carrying a tiny package smaller 
than his hand. “Yes, shoot it.”  
 He listened to the day, to the roaring hollow tissue which engulfed him.  





Ash got out of the truck. The driver of the car that had pulled over behind them approached the 
deer quickly, holding the smallest gun she’d had ever seen. The deer smacked against the 
shoulder, shaded by a wilted-looking Russian olive with few leaves and impressive thorns, trying 
to get up to walk away from death. The man carried himself straight, like a marine, or maybe a 
cop, and he wore the dark greens of a Forest Service employee, in civilian fabrics. Without 
hesitation, at close range, he shot the deer twice in the head. The sound of gunshots echoed 
through the space around them. Saddling this miniature gun, the man walked to the ass-end of 
the deer, and grabbed her by the ankles as she spasmed, hauling her from the road in four long 
steps. Ash glanced at the plates on his car: Texas. 
 Downy stood behind the man as he shot the deer, watched the bullets pass through her 
head, followed deer and man off the road to sit beside the deer. Ash stood a few feet from him, 
near the animal’s head.  
 She noticed. Both shots had gone through in precisely the same place. The man knew this 
business of killing. The doe jolted, twice more, violently. Blood dribbled from her large glassy 
eyes, trickled out her cheek where the bullets passed through her forehead, so her face rested in a 
gently ballooning pool of blood. A bit of brain, a whitish-gray ringlet, poked out from the bullet 
hole.  
 Ash reached out and touched the doe’s nose, which felt warm and bucked against her 
hand slightly. The passage from life to death didn’t arrive in the whole body at once. It took a 
while for all the systems to get the message that their sun had burned out.  
The man with a gun approached Ash, crouching beside her, and put his hand in the small 




 “The deer didn’t feel anything when I euthanized it,” he said, rubbing her back slightly, 
in a way that felt shockingly comforting. Square sunglasses obscured his eyes. She thought 
maybe he was in his late thirties. “Are you okay?”  
 She glanced at Downy. He had his hand on the deer’s stomach, in a place where friction 
and asphalt had torn off her fur, leaving bare pink skin that reminded Ash of a domestic pig’s. Or 
Downy’s skin with a light sunburn. Tears pattered off Downy’s chin, leaving blotchy 
constellations of salt water on his quick-dry pants.  
 “Thank you,” she told the man, earnestly. He moved away again. The deer had stopped 
jerking. She thought she understood, watching the doe die, why people inflicted death onto other 
beings for their own gratification. The end of consciousness contained, somehow, all the energy 
and experience of the life that ended. Killing offered an inescapable, powerful immediacy to 
being, the same immediacy people sought from sex and adrenaline. In a sick culture, like the one 
prevalent in America, inflicting death could be a source of individual pleasure, a pastime for an 
entitled class of people—mostly white men, she thought—who viewed animals as objects rather 
than individuals. She hated to create such a powerful moment without intention but had to 
acknowledge that a part of her valued the immediacy of the experience, the doe’s dulling eyes 
scorching into the chasm of her memory. She wondered what the man with the gun experienced 
when he killed. A person must change as they grew accustomed to ending life, find ways to 
rationalize death’s power into manageable, justified containers, make it more casual. The deer 
didn’t feel anything when I euthanized it.  
 Downy’s left hand shot out, grabbing a long, slinky striped lizard with a blue tail and 




lizard twitched violently for a moment, its iridescent blue neck flashing in the midday sun, then 
went still.  
 Before she could process this action, the man with the gun had returned to crouch beside 
her. “It seems like the truck’s okay,” he said. “It didn’t hit the radiator.” He touched her back 
comfortingly again. “Y’all will be okay? We’re going to head on now.” He glanced at Downy 
and his tears, appearing oblivious to the whiptail lizard speared on the dusty, withered Russian 
Olive.  
 She looked up at him, this man who felt good, wondering what might have happened if 
he had not pulled up behind them. The day would have gone differently, the death more slowly. 
Would that have been more just? But this was the story, this man, his military-straight back, his 
artificially-styled wife, his gun. Two quick shots splitting open a dusty, cloudless day.   
 Out of the corner of an eye, she registered Downy, eyes still glued to the deer, plucking 
the lizard from the thorn and biting off its head with his back teeth, dropping the body when his 
molars crushed and severed its spine. He swallowed the head without chewing.  
She kept her eyes on the man’s face, willing him not to look that way.  
 “We’ll be alright,” she assured him earnestly, staring at the reflective surface of his 
sunglasses, picturing clear blue eyes. “Thank you, so much.” 
 “God bless you,” the man said. “You will be alright.”  
 
Blood tasted sweet and salty and bitter. A barbed blob of sensation dragged down his throat, 
resistant. He thought he might throw up.  
 The deer’s eyes bled—a viscous crimson seep. Its eyelashes were straight brown hair 




 A sticky warm dribble moved slowly from the corner of his mouth toward his chin. He 
swallowed hard again, willing the mass descending toward his stomach to disburse. Nearby, Ash 
talked to a man, their conversation low and strangely soothing.   
 Mountain Chickadee. Plumbeous Vireo. American Crow.  
 He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, surprised to find blood smeared there 
when he looked down.  
 A car engine fired up; Ash sat cross-legged beside him.  
 “The truck’s okay.” She seemed to search for something in his eyes. He took a deep 
breath, stared back at her, into opaque black irises, stable like obsidian pillars. Her eyelashes, he 
realized, grew straight and thick, like the deer’s, but darker. Once—it felt like eons ago—she had 
touched his sweating head. And his meat was locusts and wild honey.  
 Ash reached over and pulled a headless lizard corpse off his lap. As her body moved 
toward his, he leaned forward slightly to sniff her, resisting the urge to lick her neck. She held 
the reptile body up by the tip of a long, shimmery blue tail. 
 “Aspidoscelis inornata,” he observed.  
“That’s its scientific name?” she asked.  
“Yes,” he acknowledged. He looked back at the deer. Blood pooled shallowly around the 
head; flies with big iridescent green compound eyes gathered, lapping at the ground with what 
looked like long curled tongues.   
“You bit off and swallowed its head,” Ash observed, her tone as inscrutable as her face. 
“While I was talking to the man who shot this doe.”  
Of course, he had. He needed protein.  




He tried to remember why—had he swallowed it? 
Bushtit.  
“I need real protein,” he said. “I eat too much spirulina and whey protein.” The words felt 
like they came from a defensive tape playing in his mouth, separate of his autonomous person. 
Ash’s eyes narrowed—did she think him crazy? He had a thought, “You should look at its scales 
with your hand lens.”  
Her dark eyes widened, and then she threw her head back and laughed with real mirth, 
flashing white teeth, but he couldn’t understand why. Nothing seemed funny. He wished she’d 
touch him again. When she stopped laughing, she stared at him, head cocked, for a moment 
before bringing the lizard stiff up to eye level, peering through the tiny magnifying glass she kept 
around her neck. She rotated the body slowly.  
“Lizards, as they exist today, have been around since the Triassic.” He took a deep breath 
and tried to spit the metallic taste out of his mouth. His saliva pooled on the dusty roadside, 
slightly rosy in color.  
 “Isn’t that when the dinosaurs happened?” She had square shoulders, with collar bones 
that jutted out enough that they pressed against the Texas shirt, their shape well-defined. “God, 
scales are fucking cool aren’t they—like well-fitting armor. Much sexier and utilitarian than any 
clothing humans have ever created.”   
“Yeah.” He’d never think to compare the beauty and practicality of lizard skin to human 
clothing—were they even comparable? The question made his head ache slightly. “I mean, 
lizards started happening in the late Permian. They’re closely related to both birds and snakes—
they’re in the same order as snakes: Squamata.” He held his mouth open, waiting for the tape to 




American Robin. Curve-billed Thrasher. 
“What else can you tell me about this lizard?” Ash dropped her hand lens back to her 
breast and gently placed the dead whiptail on the deer’s back, on bare skin with long jagged cuts 
running across it. A wave of illness rose in Downy’s stomach again. Maybe he would vomit.  
“I didn’t mean to kill it. I didn’t see it.” Tears leaked out of his eyes again. He wished he 
could stop crying in front of her; twice in one day seemed extreme. She must think him weak. He 
had a thought, “can we eat it?”   
She stared at him for another second, as if confused by what he said, and then started 
laughing again. “The doe?” she asked. “Unless you have a lot of experience and a really sharp 
knife, it’s probably a bad idea. Her insides are likely all scrambled from impact. There are things 
inside a deer best left in their packages.” 
Scrambled. How the deer had crumpled, out of nowhere, beneath the cab of the truck. 
How it had felt to grind her, the doe, up the road for a moment before he passed over her, how 
she’d thrashed there on the blacktop.  
“What’s the deal with that man?” He wanted to lie down and put his head in her lap, 
press his cheek up against the dusty denim of her loose blue jeans. “The one who shot…” He 
nodded toward the doe, impulsively reaching out to grab one of her angular ungulate ankles, 
which had cooled to air temperature.  
“I think he was military or ex-military maybe. Or maybe a cop but I think ex-military.” 
Ash placed her hand on the doe’s cheek. Downy nodded—the man had seemed to stand awfully 




“Can you drive?” he asked her; his world felt spun off its axis. His hands shook slightly. 
She glanced at the lizard she’d perched atop the deer. When he stood, she placed her hand 
comfortingly in the small of his back, and he stood still, let her warmth anchor him.  
The sound of bass broke his trance. A lowrider, with a shiny gold paint job, its back 
elevated four feet above its front, rolling on tiny tires, approached them at a crawl, driven by a 
heavy-set Hispanic man, with a native-looking boy in his late teens riding in the passenger seat. 
Ash pulled her hand away from him. The exhaust pipe of the lowrider burped smoke as it 
crawled to a stop. Fresh dread escaped in his gut. He stepped in front of Ash, who sidestepped to 
her left, out from behind him.   
“Is he bothering you ma’am?” the boy in the passenger seat inquired of Ash in a low, 
elongated New Mexico drawl. Downy felt his eyebrows shoot up. The boy had a Mohawk, three 
inches long, jet black, and spiked up. The driver’s hair was cajoled into a series of elaborate, jell-
laced shapes with tiny razor marks in between them for definition—the type of haircut that 
needed to be refreshed at least once a week. Ash stared solemnly at the guys in the car, before 
casting her eyes on Downy for a long moment. He widened his eyes at her.  
“No,” she said after a long pause. “He’s my work partner. We just ran over this deer; do 
you want it?” She seemed to assume that these men would know what to do with a pulverized 
deer carcass, just as she had expected he would not. His stomach burned.  
“Eeee, its insides are probably all smashed up, huh?” said the driver, lifting aviator 
shades up onto his forehead, where they stayed miraculously aloft above the masterpiece of hair, 
damaging nothing. His eyes were slightly bloodshot, dry-looking, stoned maybe. “How fast was 




“Uh, forty,” he answered. His back itched. The man nodded without looking at him, and 
said to Ash, 
 “You’re sure you don’t want it, ey? I could help you process it or something.” Downy 
thought the man might be trying to flirt with her. A smile broke across Ash’s face. He wished 
they could leave now.  
“Will you take it?” she asked. “I think we’d both feel better if you took it.” Downy 
wrinkled his face; the only thing that would make him feel better was the swift exit of these 
unnerving men. The boy on the passenger side stepped out of the lowrider; he wore a wife-
beater, white socks pulled up to his knees and red high-tops. He squatted beside the deer.  
“Hey,” he asked Ash. “Why’s there a headless lizard sitting on top of this deer, ey?”  
Ash pointed a silver-weighted finger at Downy. “He bit off its head and swallowed it, and 
I put the corpse on top of the deer,” she explained.  














CHAPTER 5: FEATHERS 
Northern New Mexico, mid-June  
He didn’t know if he believed her when she said he’d bitten off the head of a lizard. A part of 
him screamed that it was right to take meat, to rip flesh, to puncture lungs and pop stomachs, but 
he ignored it. His brain had been all scrambled since Ash showed up. And before that, a voice in 
his mind reasoned, you’ve been off for months. He thought the voice resembled Mossy’s, so he 
considered it; true, he couldn’t blame his current cloudiness on Ash. Although she didn’t help. 
 Today had been weird. His back seared. He took four deep breaths to try and stop himself 
from scratching it. Sleep, he admonished himself.  
 The sound of running water soothed him somewhat; they’d moved to Jett Canyon, 
where—down the slope from where they camped—a still-perennial stream gathered moss as it 
flowed toward the Rio Grande. And there were no cows up here, at least not until late in the 
summer, after the bird season finished. He imagined the water flowing through him and around 
him. Don’t scratch your back!   
 He rolled onto his stomach and contorted his arm, so he could scratch his shoulder 
blades.  “Ahhhhhhhhh,” he sighed as his fingernails contacted the rash. Could he somehow have 
gotten poison ivy on his back? No—poison ivy didn’t grow in March, when the rash started. But 
what else could it possibly be? Its pussing had grown worse and worse in the past few days, so 
he felt as if he constantly leaked fluids. Upon waking, he often found his shirt stuck to his back 
with puss; he imagined his back covered in gigantic boils, though he felt too afraid to check, to 
take a picture with his phone or look in a mirror. He wanted to believe that what he couldn’t see 
might not physically exist, that if he could just ignore it, will the puss away, the rash would 




 Anxiety lurked around his guts. Rashes had made him anxious since childhood, and today 
had gone badly. First the deer and then the fucking lowrider with those unnerving guys. Who 
Ash basically forced the deer on! Not that they seemed to mind.  
What about the lizard? A corner of his mind inquired, what did that add to your day? 
Should you think more about that? Perhaps he should, but he preferred not to.  
Dust caked his eyes, all dried out and raw from losing moisture—crying! He’d felt so 
embarrassed after the dudes drove away with the deer carcass in the back of their lowrider—its 
hind legs sticking almost comically out of the elevate rear of the car—that he’d just stared out 
the window the whole car ride, and when they got to camp, he’d received the Ash wave in front 
of his face, and she’d walked away to set up her tent before he could say so much as, wait! I can 
explain why I bit the head off that lizard. Which he couldn’t’t.   
 Maybe Ash had made it up, that he’d bit the head off a lizard.   
 But why would she make something like that up? And she had showed him the lizard.  
Maybe she’d bitten the head off the lizard.  
He tried to remember what happened while she talked to the man with the gun, but all his 
mind conjured was the curve of brain peeking out the hole in the doe’s forehead.  
He did remember killing the doe. He remembered how it felt when she tumbled beneath 
the front of his truck, exactly what the weight of her had sounded like when suddenly, forcefully 
compressed.  
 Maybe he had an ulcer—it felt like someone was slowly dripping battery acid into his 
stomach. Drip, drip, drip, drip. It leaked down from the center of his ribcage, coagulating in his 
colon, which felt clogged. Had he shit today? He hadn’t. Unless he’d somehow blacked it out 




 His body felt light around the lead and acid weight around his gut, like it was losing 
wholeness, like he was fuzzy around the edges, becoming part of the air in the tent, part of the 
dark sky he knew was above him.  
 If he went to sleep right, he’d only get seven hours of sleep. Fuck. Don’t think. Don’t 
scratch your back. Sleep.  
 Ash’s fingers had felt cool against his scalp after the cows, and when she touched him, 
his whole body zinged and purred—sedated—simultaneously. He tried to imagine, again, what 
her bare ass would look like, if the vertebrae tattoo reached all the way to the supple crack, the 
fuzzy hot chocolate covered peach of an ass that he imagined.  
 Mossy thought he had a pregnancy fetish, because apparently, he always joked about 
impregnating beautiful women, but he never thought about pregnant women. He wasn’t that 
complicated.  
 He did want to ejaculate in Ash.  
Nothing possessed more power than life’s desire to continue propagating, sending spores, 
fruits and balling infants out into infinity to mutate. 
 He focused his breathing, inhaling deeply to a rhythm.  
 Today had been a disaster.  
 His dad always said, this too shall pass. He probably said it to himself often now in 
prison.   
 Inhale. Exhale. Think of crashing waves. Listen to the creek. Imagine a steadily beating 
heart.  






The Pipilio wouldn’t die. He crushed and crushed its thorax with his fingers. He squeezed so 
hard he thought his fingers would press through the bug, grind it to bits. The wings beat at his 
fingers, soft lemon-colored tips growing ragged against his skin, as the butterfly lived and lived 
beyond reason.  
 The thorax was bigger than his hand now, the stripes on its body growing large like the 
bars of circus tiger’s cage. The butterfly flapped hard, generating a cool breeze. He gave up on 
the thorax and thrust his hands into its soft squishy abdomen, busting through fine black and 
yellow hairs making up the glittery velour that served as the butterfly’s casing. He plunged his 
fingers up to his knuckles into the warm abyss of the butterfly’s life and ripped it open. Tissue-
thin wings beat against him, fracturing along veins as they made impact, again, and again, and 
again. First one of the Pipilio’s tails snapped off, then the other, fluttering down to the ground, 
which was… 
 Astroturf. 
 Inside the abdomen were three gigantic, engorged dog ticks, bloated and white, their 
bodies a hundred times larger than their heads, buried in the withered organs of the butterfly.  
 He bent down to touch the tick closest to where he thought the swallowtail’s heart should 
be with the tip of his beak. When his beak made contact, the distended white body popped, blood 
shooting out with the momentary pressure of a geyser. He popped the other two, neat puncture 
wounds on the curves of egg-bodies. The swallowtail stopped twitching.  
The blood tasted bitter in his mouth, and he wanted to spit it out, but couldn’t’t.  
 It occurred to him that he was perched on top of a lowrider, the roof of which felt cold on 




him off the roof and into the air, where he stayed for a moment suspended, a pin-prick in space, 
until he realized he had wings, that he flew.   
 
He awoke to the sensation of feathers emerging from his back. It felt how he imagined death by 
impact would feel, the moment of pain before death, when you were obliterated by contact. The 
feeling only lasted an instant—the moment his back burst with young primary feathers. After the 
second of intense pain passed—as he ran his fingers gently along the feathers—he realized that 
his back, for the first time in weeks, felt completely fine.  
 Then his mind adjusted.  
 Panic, for Downy, arrived in drenching instants when he experienced total paralysis at a 
systemic level. It felt like every crucial operating structure inside his body halted action for long 
moment: his lungs, his heart, his brain, his central nervous system. Complete seizure that would 
surely lead to stroke or heart attack. He choked on air as he tried to get it down, considered 
vomiting but had no functioning muscles to propel the upchuck, felt all the moisture leave his 
eyes and mouth.  
 Feathers.  
After an elongated moment of completely agony that he felt sure would kill him, his 
panic folded into itself, so he could breathe in shaky bursts again and listen to the sound of his 
heart beating too fast.  
Feathers?!  
What the fuck would he do? He inhaled deeply, and then again, and again. This too shall 
pass—but would it? The mantra felt weak when presented with this situation. Should he go to the 




professionals would tell him—but he could feel feathers, with his fingers. If he turned himself in, 
if he tried to get help, one way or another he’d end up in a lab, or a hospital, or a psyche ward—
somewhere where the doors locked from the outside—and he couldn’t let that happen. It had 
only taken a year of incarceration, according to Mossy (Downy had not spoken to his father in 
more than ten years), to completely destroy his father, who kept trying to kill himself until he 
was medicated out of his personality, a sad empty shell of a mentally unhinged man who had 
made inexcusably poor choices with his life but had also raised his children with vibrant 
exuberance that Downy could not forget.  
Maybe this was a new disease—what if he was contagious? What if other people could 
catch the feathers? What if he gave the feathers to Ash? 
She would never want him now—a man with feathers. Too weird.  
The acid dripping in his stomach flared, as if a whole dropperful had been released.   
It wasn’t like Ash wanted him now.  
Maybe he should turn himself in, for the good of everyone. 
Deep breaths. This could be a hallucination. There was no logical explanation for feathers 
suddenly erupting out of his back. He couldn’t think of a single reason this might have happened 
to him.  
Not one that he knew of anyway.  
Maybe, people grew feathers on their backs all the time, but when they went doctors, they 
were locked up in special facilities where no could see them. Maybe he’d been exposed to 
radiation, and if he turned himself in the government would take him somewhere and hide him to 
cover it up. Maybe he had a special mutant gene like the X-men—maybe those movies, besides 




all; maybe the rules of the world were different than Downy had thought. Would he go quietly if 
agents showed up to take him somewhere he’d never return from?  
Shit. Shit. Shit. He couldn’t be locked up where he couldn’t hear the birds and smell the 
open air. He didn’t want to live somewhere where all he could see was florescent lights shining 
off linoleum floors, plastic floors, and all he could smell was other trapped beasts.  
Take a deep breath. This too shall pass. The nylon fabric of his sleeping bag rubbed 
against his bare stomach when he moved slightly to the right. Water burbled downhill beside his 
tent, a soothing, upbeat tempo. Maybe, the feathers would be gone when he woke up, maybe he 
stilled dreamed. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Surrender.  
 
The feathers remained when he woke. His back ached slightly but no longer itched, and his shirt 
hung loose from his body—no more puss. Lying on his belly in the pre-dawn gray, listening to 
the amorphous sonata of morning, he ran his hand repeatedly across the parts of his back that he 
could reach. The feathers felt intermediate, quills and down, nothing fully developed yet. He 
tried to figure out how he felt, but his mind remained strangely blank, a great expanse of stillness 
punctuated by the sounds of the morning, which he realized he’d not been itemizing.  
 Cordilleran Flycatcher. Warbling Vireo. Yellow Warbler. Steller’s Jay. White-Breasted 
Nuthatch.   
 The list calmed him. He fell back into his breathing; his mind oddly still, as if it 
contained mostly vast caverns of empty space. Cravings existed in that space, but he didn’t 
consciously know what the hunger called for. When he got up, he would have to dress himself 
and begin the day as a man growing feathers on his back. He would have to face the reality of his 




the woman who’s face reminded him of sandstone? Could Navajo Sandstone and a bird mate? 
Would he still get distracted by the hint of fuzzy ass cheek that sometimes peaked from Ash’s 
cutoff shorts?  
He wanted meat.  
 Black-billed Magpie. Band-tailed Pigeon. He didn’t think he’d had a Band-tailed Pigeon 
in this canyon before. He loved their deep voices and dumpy camouflage (a moderately rare 
woodland bird that looked like some common street pigeons!).  
How could he possibly keep recording the species of birds present in canyons along with 
the temperature and wind, and whether cows had been recently present, when he had feathers on 
his back?  
How could he not.  
He had to continue. What made him a human man, anyway? It must be his mind, right? 
He reached out an arm to search for his phone, which he utilized as an alarm: 05:13. His alarm 
would go off in two minutes. He needed to get up and count birds. If he turned his phone off 
airplane mode, it would still be roaming. His sister probably fitfully slept off half a bottle of 
tequila as he lay here. The world would not stop or change just because he had feathers on his 
back.  
Feathers. Fuck. Shit. Goddamn son of a dirty whore.  
Audubon’s Warbler.  
 They were camped high in Jett Canyon, in the foothills of the north side of the Jemez 
Mountains, nestled against a red and orange sandstone face with a spring trickling out from the 
bottom of it downslope toward the creek, which had soothed him in the night. The extra moisture 




to grow. The grove provided nest cavities for a family of American Kestrels, Mountain 
Bluebirds, and Northern Flickers. The first time he’d seen the aspens from a distance, in early 
spring, he’d thought they were dead pines they were so Dr. Seussian and odd. They reminded 
him of Ents—New World Ents of course. His dad had loved to point out trees he imagined as 
New World Ents during Downy’s childhood, and him and Mossy always looked for Ent trees 
everywhere they traveled, even now, in adulthood.  
 Downy wondered what Tolkien might have to say about a man sprouting feathers on his 
back. What race was he? Did he belong in the land beyond the sea—Elvenhome—or was he a 
product of the twisty minds of Sauron’s Mordor minions? Where did he belong in the world of 
good and evil?  
 He’d tried his whole life—minus the occasional lapse here and there—to do the right 
thing. He’d gone into the field of conservation because he genuinely believed that preserving 
biodiversity was a high calling. Wasn’t there supposed to be some reward for good deeds?  
 No; he knew better. Bad deeds were rewarded just as often as good deeds—probably 
more often. The only thing that reality had in common with Lord of the Rings was the presence 
of good guys and bad guys.  
The bad guys had won in Iowa, and he’d been born in Iowa, spent his formative 
developmental teenage years there, so maybe this was a product of some twisty Mordor 
dungeon-lab shit. Maybe tomorrow he’d wake up as a Nazgul’s aerial mount. Or a well-
intentioned Balrog.  
 Shit.   
 Maybe he’d been an Orc all along.  




 What had caused this?  
 Feathers. Fuck. Should he go to the doctor? What doctor could he go to? This was outside 
of his realm of comprehension; except it seemed to be happening to him—so he was 
comprehending it.  
 He sat up, reaching an arm behind his back, smoothing the feathers down again and 
again. Tentatively, he tried grasping one at the base and plucking it, but the feather would not 
budge. Smoothing down the aching follicle he tried to pluck, trying to wrap his head around the 
soft sensation of feathers beneath his fingers, he took a deep breath through his nose.  


















CHAPTER 6: UNWELCOME NEWS  
Central Iowa, final day of June 
Mossy heard the front doorbell buzzing through her dream and forced herself to part a curtain 
woven of fragments of her subconscious to wake up and answer it, still feeling unmoored when 
she arrived at the door, parts of her lingering in a world she’d just left but could no longer 
remember.  
 It was a cop; she could see a blue uniform and a holstered gun at an angle through the 
small north-facing window by the front door. Adrenaline zoomed around her body, vicious and 
jittery, waking her up fully, quickly. She didn’t think he’d seen her or realized someone stirred in 
the house, so she leaned her head against the wall in between the window and the door, gasping 
for steadying breath, her mind clutching for a reason for the visit, rushing backward out of the 
recently deceased dream state to review her previous evening. What had she done? She thought 
she could remember most of the night—she didn’t think she assaulted anyone or run over any 
small children. Had somebody died—her mother maybe? Wouldn’t a cop call if it were for her 
father or Downy, both out of state?  
 When she pulled her head away from the wall, blood rushed away from it, so she thought 
she might pass out and leaned hastily forward again, steadying herself on the cool wall. Only one 
other time had she woken to law enforcement pounding on the door; the day the FBI had arrived 
to bust her father’s marijuana and mushroom growing facility in northern New Mexico. She tried 
not to think about the feeling of opening the door for the FBI that day, or what followed, and 
breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth. This couldn’t be that bad—there was only 
one cop after all, in uniform, not a full unit of FBI agents. Unless the others waited in the bushes, 




A cop at the front door always meant bad news. Taking four more deep breaths, willing 
her body calm, she steadied herself for the inevitability of having to open the door. She knew she 
looked disheveled. A mass of knotted blond hung about her head, and she wore nothing but an 
ancient, holey tee-shirt and her underwear, which were teal cotton with orange starfish on them 
and—thank god—at least covered 85% of her ass. The cop looked young, Downy’s age maybe, 
about thirty. Maybe her partial nudity would distract him from whatever disagreeable task led 
him. He appeared to examine her yard as he waited for someone to emerge, the small patch of 
dirt on the property that Ava let Mossy do what she wished with. Here, she nurtured a bitty patch 
of tall-grass prairie—some ten by ten feet—and growing in the other half, this year, she’d grown 
only plants whose body, flower, or fruit displayed a color that she’d never observed anywhere 
else—purple cabbage, exotic kale with vibrant red and orange patterns, rainbow tomatoes. The 
experiment displayed mixed results; she hadn’t considered timing carefully enough, so some 
colors clashed, although most things succeeded. Her green thumb had yet to fail her; she loved 
the plants she grew ferociously and for the most part, they returned her love by growing with 
exuberance; it took more effort for Mossy to kill a plant than the average person. Glancing 
quickly around the apartment, to make sure nothing illicit, like weed, lay visible—all seemed 
clear—she snorted a large glob of snot up into her sinuses, swallowed it, and strode resolutely to 
the door.   
 When he saw her, the officer’s face changed, like all the windows in his mind had been 
wide open as he stared at the garden, but something about her face made him snap them all shut.  
 “Why are you here?” unfortunately emerged from her mouth first. The officer, who 





The cop offered to give her a ride down to the police station so that she could drive Ava’s car 
back from the Casey’s; inexplicably, she took it, despite her cardinal rule never to trust police. 
He waited politely at the door while she threw on some clothes over what she’d slept in, making 
sure to clearly avert his eyes from her bare flesh. The morning felt heavy with the weight of 
water particles suspended in the air. It was the final day in June, a month since summer had 
struck tough after the truncated, practically nonexistent spring, and the corn—which Mossy 
sometimes felt as if she could see growing, so explosive was its inexorable movement towards 
the heavens—had begun to perspire heavily. She felt hot and sticky and achy and anxious, 
deprived of the joint she generally smoked in the morning to ease the dullness and nausea of 
hangover.   
 Last time her mother had had a bad reaction to—she claimed—her medication and started 
hollering about specters in public, Mossy had received a call, a calm-sounding middle-aged 
female voice informing her with maddening midwestern politeness that her mother appeared to 
have had “some sort of episode” at a Casey’s convenience store outside of the tiny, one horse 
town closest to their home, which wasn’t really a town anymore, just a couple boarded up 
businesses and spattering of vacant and occupied farm houses surrounded by millions of acres of 
corn and soy. Casey’s, in these parts, represented the cultural hub of the country; as farming 
grew more mechanized and industrial, fewer people lived in the Iowa boonies, and most small 
rural business had folded decades ago.  
 “Why’d you come to the house instead of calling?” she asked, from the back of the police 
cruiser, as they bumped along the washer-boarded road north towards town, past three long white 




with fattening hogs, waiting in solitary confinement to become bacon and pork chops; sometimes 
at night, she heard them screaming from her apartment, a mile away.   
 “Another officer and I were getting taco pizza when your mother, ah, started…” He 
glanced at her in the rear-view mirror and fell silent. The Plexiglas window between the front 
and the back stood open to signify her freedom; still, Mossy suppressed the awareness that the 
back doors of the police cruiser only opened from the outside, trying to crush the memories 
simmering below the surface of her assumed calm of different, less free times in the back police 
cruisers. This cop had kind eyes—an odd yellow green color that she associated with cats—and 
his intentions towards her felt gentle. He opened his mouth to speak again but shut it after a 
moment. She waited.  
 “I thought it would save everyone time if I just came and got you,” he said at last.  
 “My mother was coherent enough to tell you where we live, and you still took her to the 
station?” She tried to keep the edge out of her voice. The officer’s eyes hardened a little, and she 
thought he seemed a bit sheepish.  
 “No ma’am. She wasn’t talking sense. I already knew where you lived.” Mossy fought 
the urge to test the door handle to see if she could get out. “It’s a small town you 
know…someone needed to drive her car home.” A hint of apology swum through his voice. 
Mossy put her hands under her butt and kept her eyes on his angular profile, willing herself not 
to try the door handle—just to verify that she couldn’t open it. It made her highly uncomfortable 
that this officer already knew who she was, made her feel surveilled. She’d have to be more 
careful where she smoked joints.  
 “What did she say during the fit?” she asked, quietly, after a couple of minutes in silence. 




mother popped like candy, although Ava had never fully disclosed whatever her doctor had told 
her about the previous episode, and Mossy had not asked, knowing Ava’s negative reaction to 
such a question would likely trump the satisfaction of satiating her curiosity.  
The young officer shot her an appraising look in the rear-view. His eyes, she realized, 
were feline, a color which he probably marked as hazel on forms, but that she had never seen in a 
human before. They clashed with his wholesome, midwestern demeanor.  
“Honestly, ma’am, it didn’t make a great deal of sense to me. I just knew that she needed 
help.”  
“So, you took her to jail?” she tried to keep her voice neutral.  
“She refused to go to the hospital.” He sounded defensive. The slight tint on her window, 
she noticed, had started to peel off at the corners.  
“Will you tell me what she said?” She made her voice gentle; after a pause, the officer 
spoke.  
 “At first she just yelled. Something about someone called Ra, and Angels, and the sun—
or maybe her son? It was difficult to tell. And then she lay on the floor and panted a little, and 
when I crouched beside her, she spoke to me in a voice that seemed weird, too deep maybe.” The 
officer’s nondescript baritone hinted at curiosity. “Honestly, ma’am, it just sounded like 
Evangelical stuff. She told me that a reckoning approached, that all the false prophets were 
falling and that soon, they would be replaced by a true prophet who would lead the faithful from 
suffering as the world burned.” His large, translucent white right ear wiggled slightly so she 
could see the tiny blue veins there press to the surface and retreat, as he furrowed his brow. 
“Then she seemed to wake up, become normal again, and she asked me in a more regular, 




hospital, and she said no, she’d just drive home, at which point we felt forced to detain her for 
public safety.” Mossy’s guts sank; she had more context than the officer. Ra, once, a long time 
ago, had torn her life asunder—or maybe only she had been guilty for the wreckage.  
It had been the early 2000s. Their mother had left their father, Daniel, after he fucked 
some newspaper reporter twenty years younger than him—practically still in diapers, Ava had 
fumed—and immediately joined a cult: The Risen. Mossy, at the time, had been too young to 
understand that infidelity didn’t always equate with natural disaster, but both her and Downy had 
initially sided with their mother, leading them to go with her somewhat willingly when she 
packed up a few of their more practical clothes in small suitcases and pointed her battered old 
Honda van toward central Utah. The cult’s dogma had appealed to a shafted Ava, who—Mossy 
understood now—desperately wanted the meaning of her life to extend beyond children and a 
failed marriage. The Risen had felt sure that the apocalypse had begun with the turn of the 
century, and that Satan simply masked his takeover in things most humans accepted, like multi-
national corporations, GMOS and big ag, consumer culture, and the hole in the ozone layer. 
Looking back, it seemed ridiculous to Mossy that anyone could truly believe that anything as 
human-created as a calendar could conceivably matter at a cosmic level—or that Satan, as an 
individual, could be real—but as a twelve-year-old she hadn’t known better.  
In the compound in Utah, things got strange. Individual family was “erased” in favor of 
oneness.  No one, except for Ra, the cult guru, was allowed to be alone; in solitude, Risen dogma 
claimed, a person became more vulnerable to forces of evil—gluttony, ego, capitalism, etc. 
Mossy had hated being followed around all the time by irritating, glassy-eyed adults who seemed 
to have lost the personalities that differentiated them (had there been chemicals involved, or had 




cult after it fell apart), and so she’d acted out, made life hell for whichever adult was forced to 
shadow her, gone as far as physically attacking chaperones when they tried to prevent her from 
leaving the cult’s Utah compound to explore the vast expanse of dry sandstone country around it. 
So, Ra had taken a special interest in her, started taking turns shadowing her himself, to see if he 
could soften her “self-destructive” behavior. The thing was, he wasn’t like the other 
chaperones—even though he directed them. His eyes—large and brown like a deer—showed no 
film of religious fervor. He treated her like an adult, gave her agency even as he limited her 
freedom, and so she’d gravitated towards him, like an idiot, like everyone else, and had broken 
her mother’s heart. 
Ra’s nickname for her had been Firefly.  
 Maybe she’d been an agent of Satan herself, like Ava claimed after Ra went prison, but at 
the tender age of 12, she’d believed herself in love, thought she saw something in Ra that no one 
else did, the young man behind the prophet. Their love affair had lasted six months before he 
called an end to it. While it lasted, it calmed her, made her docile—she had a secret so large it 
filled, momentarily, all other psychic vacancies, including the absence of her goofy, 
compassionate, involved father. Ra had told her that someday, when she was ready, he would 
take her into his special room—where he went, each day, to work alone—to let her help him 
with his most important, holy toil. But he never did. Instead, after six months, he’d started 
spending less time with her, handed her back over to the charge of other, lesser adults, and taken 
an interest in the younger children and adult women in the compound, eventually told her stop 
visiting him at night. Seething with indignation and jealousy, Mossy had gone to her mother, 
who—in an act that Ava had never let Mossy forget that she regretted—had broken from her 




mother moved them to Iowa and fell into a deep depression. Ava didn’t get out of bed for the 
better part of a year. And it was at that point, after Mossy’s “child rape” was over, that a chasm 
of shame—self-loathing and doubt so deep she could not find the bottom of it—had appeared in 
the core of who Mossy understood herself to be.  
 
Ava didn’t speak when an elderly police officer led her gingerly out of the holding cell, or in the 
car on the way home. Her highly manicured silver curls showed hardly a tangle and, not for the 
first time, Mossy wondered how much product her mother used, and what kind, to make her hair 
so…immobile, like wax. Ava stared out the window at the passing fields of brilliant, transgenic 
green and the occasional Sears-catalog-purchased farm house, never looking at Mossy, who took 
her mother’s stone-wall demeanor as a signal not to ask any questions, which she didn’t. Ra’s 
name had sent tremors of guilt and uncertainty through her, and she wondered if somehow, she 
was to blame for her mother’s fits. On another day, with a little tequila in her, she probably 
would have asked, but this morning her head throbbed an anxious rhythm, and she let the dozing 
demons rest. When they reached the house, Mossy parked in her mother’s parking spot, and they 
walked away from one another toward their respective front doors, never breaking the silence. 
 
Upon entering her apartment, Mossy beelined toward her bed and fell upon it face first, still 
clothed. Some number of hours later, she woke to the sound of her phone buzzing on her 
nightstand. Glancing at the clock she kept on the bedside table--so she could tell time when she 
remembered, or felt inclined, to turn off her phone at night per her father’s strict and repeated 
warnings about cell phone radiation’s appalling effects on the human body, particularly the 




staring into the camera, toothy smile, holding up a Cerulean Warbler to immortalize. She swiped 
right. 
 “What?” It came out of her mouth sounding harsh, rather than worried, which was how 
she felt. She wondered if she should tell Downy about their mother’s episode this morning. She 
wanted to talk it out with someone, and she didn’t know who else besides Downy would 
understand, but she also knew that any serious conversation about their parents or childhood 
usually led to Downy finding an excuse to get immediately off the phone.  
 “Are you in the middle of something?” he sounded stressed out. She propped herself up 
on her pillows, thinking as she did so that she really needed to wash her sheets. She could smell 
herself on them—sour tequila laced sweat; gross. A weird high-pitched sound floated through the 
phone to her, a bit like chopped up maniacal laughter.  
 “No. No, I was just asleep, sorry. What’s up? What’s that noise?”  
 “A flock of like a hundred PinyonJays is flying over me right now.”   
 “Where are you?”  
 “I’m at the base of a canyon in the Jemez—I’m sort of surprised to find Pinyon Jays out 
here, actually, a lot of the pinyonhas burned, and they eat pretty much exclusively pine nuts. Or I 
think so anyway.” There was an edge to his voice that reminded her of their father’s voice when 
he started talking about the federal government. Bad sign.   
 “What’s up?” she asked again.  
 “Something weird is happening to me.” She needed water, but the glass beside her bed 
sat empty.  
 “Yeah?” Downy struggled to communicated efficiently; since childhood, he’d often 




with him. “What sort of weird thing is happening to you?”  
 “You’re not going to believe it.” Mossy rolled her eyes and got out of bed to get a glass 
of water from the bathroom, feeling sick, wishing she had a bottle of something.    
 “Did you impregnate your coworker?” she asked him, trying for lightness.   
 “This isn’t funny Mossy.” 
 “What’s funny about you impregnating your coworker?”  
 “I’m serious!!” His voice sounded tight and knotted.  
 “So am I.” She kind of was; much though he denied it, he had a clear insemination 
fetish—he’d started joking about impregnating girlfriends young. Mossy spent a lot of time with 
men, mostly the ones she worked service jobs with, and none of them showed so much interest in 
planting seed.  “But what’s up?”  
 “Would you believe me if I told you I’d grown feathers on my back?” She stopped, 
halfway across her room to the bathroom, next to a poster of Jeff Buckley holding a silver 
microphone.  
“Do you believe that you’ve grown feathers on your back?” She pulled a loose thumb 
tack from the off-white stucco wall she kept images of important people on and pinned it in the 
middle of Jeff Buckley’s forehead, inhaling deeply—the damp air smelled like pig shit. Another 
thing her father had instilled in them at an early age; always sleep with a window cracked, even 
if it’s forty below.  
 “I’m asking you if you’d believe me if I said that I had.” He thought he’d grown feathers 
on his back; she pressed savagely down on the thumb tack, making a small tear in Jeff Buckley’s 
beautiful, pasty forehead. Could Downy be developing symptoms of schizophrenia? Was 29 still 




“No,” she said—she’d always been honest with him, she wouldn’t stop even if he turned 
crazy. “But I will continue loving you no matter what.” A long silence drooped across the line, 
interrupted by the occasional distant yell of a Pinyon Jay.  
“That makes sense,” he said, just when the silence began to feel uncomfortable to her. 
She realized she had full lungs and released them. “I wouldn’t believe you if you called me and 
said that you’d grown feathers on your back either.”  
“But you’d still love me?”  
“Shut up.” She knew he hated it when she fished for compliments, even though she’d told 
him that she often needed the positive affirmation, because she didn’t know how to provide it for 
herself. 
“Moss, the thing is, I can feel them, and they’ve been growing for a week. Remember that 
rash I had on my back? It turned into feathers.” He was serious. She filled her glass, chugged it, 
and then filled it again, then returned to her room. Bad. This was bad.  
“What should I do?” he asked her. “What would you do?”  
“You don’t want to do what I’d do. I have terrible judgment.”  
“No, you don’t, you just believe what people tell you about yourself too much.” She 
pursed her lips and nodded; true. “I need advice Moss, I’m having panic attacks about it.” His 
panic attacks were the worst. Sometimes he broke out in hives, and, occasionally, as a child he’d 
stop breathing during them, so he turned slightly blue and then passed out.   
She sat on the floor and leaned against her bed. She felt ill-equipped to give advice about 
this sort of issue. Medication had ruined both their parents, in different ways, but a delusion of 




would she do if she felt feathers growing on her back? Probably get really drunk, and see if that 
got rid of them, and if it didn’t, call Downy. 
“Are you hearing voices or anything?”  
“No.”  
“You’re not having visions of grandeur or talking to God?” Like Mom, she almost said, 
but stopped herself.  
“You know I think God’s a myth humans invented to make themselves feel important and 
less afraid of death.” Good—Downy was still science all the way, even if he did think he grew 
feathers on his back—she admired his irrational faith in objective reason. She had a thought.  
 “Can you take a picture of your back and send it to me?” Downy grunted in surprised 
assent. “Today, ideally?”  
 “Sure. Yeah.” He sounded absent, non-committal. Feathers? He was a birder; it wasn’t 
shocking, as delusions went, but still. Shit. Shit. Shit. 
“Also, what’s happening with your coworker, the one you have—or at least had—a crush 
on?” Maybe Downy could at least verify that he did or did not have feathers growing on his back 
and proceed accordingly.  
“Umm, she’s cool. She doesn’t talk much. She hasn’t touched me again.”  
“You could also ask her if she sees the feathers on your back, and then decide what to 
do?” Another long pause.  
“Maybe.” His voice caught with hesitation.  
“Do you still want to sleep with her?” Pause. She remembered, suddenly, that she’d been 
dreaming about their father when Downy’s call woke her. They’d sat on an austere prison bed, 




“I do,” Downy said finally.  
“Maybe she’s into men with feathers.” She felt relieved when he laughed. She decided 
not to bring up Ava’s morning episode, how it had contained echoes of Ra; Downy really stayed 
on the line when if she mentioned Ra.  
 After she got off the phone, she put on her head net—the mosquitos had arrived full 
force this week—and went for a walk to try and synthesize the dazed feeling which pervaded her 
body. She put her smartphone in the front left pocket of her pants, with the dim hope that it 
might irradiate her ovaries into sterility, or that Downy might send her a photo of his back soon.  
Feathers? She didn’t think she’d ever heard of anyone having a feather delusion before as 
the primary symptom of a psychiatric break, but she’d have to research it. Downy had obsessed 
about birds since childhood—maybe this symptom made more sense coming from him than the 
average human.  
Mossy trudged down the long, straight dirt road that stretched north of her family 
home—the road she’d driven this morning in the back of the police cruiser—into the planet of 
corn and soybean fields, her mind a soupy slush of unformed thoughts and feelings.  
A massive thunderstorm had churned through the previous evening, dumping 
excessively, bloating roadside puddles, which today sat stagnant and muddy, lukewarm to the 
touch and full of mosquito larva and probably biocides. Even in the moderately oppressive 
afternoon heat, she could hear mosquitos, a high, metallic whine that seemed to come from the 
muted, bluish-tan sky itself.  
Feathers. Shit. He’d sounded so normal otherwise, and although he’d been a little odd for 
the last few months—at times unusually present, and other times spaced out and distant, apt to 




been pleased about and Mossy couldn’t be sure wasn’t a willful mistake. But he’d been present 
for Mossy, and she’d noticed no major red flags, like him buying semi-automatic weapons or 
getting super paranoid or anything, like Dad had before the bust—not that Dad’s paranoia had, of 
course, proved unfounded.  
Worrying felt like treading water miles from any shore. And it really didn’t do anything 
for the situation except exhaust her. She couldn’t control whether Downy thought he had feathers 
on his back, any more than she could convince herself—so far—to stop drinking. Worrying, in 
such cases, served only to make things worse.  
And then there was their mother. Mossy kicked viciously at the dirt road. Just don’t think 
about it, she told herself, think about something that feels good to think about. Find yourself 
something to fantasize about. You can’t change what’s so. You just have to push through. The 
day felt dense, so humid she almost felt like she could jump into the sky and swim. God, she 
hated it here, hated her life, hated her family, hated this long muddy-edged road.  
Standing still in the center of the road, she watched a mosquito land on thumb fill itself 
with her blood before she crushed it; a fingerprint rendered in blood surrounded the tiny, 
flattened corpse of the mosquito. She needed a drink. What if she lost Downy? Who would be 
left whole that she loved if Downy vanished, or worse, changed into someone or something else, 
like her parents?    
Don’t think about it. She continued her slow trudge down the center of the road, 
disrupting a swarm of mosquitoes that hung in a tight ball above the road a few feet beyond 
where she’d stopped.  
Why was she so afraid of being left anyway? Everyone always left everyone, eventually, 




loss itself, which simply took the form of existing through more and more moments, which, for 
the most part, if taken one at a time, were okay. Right?  
Panic rose in her lungs—without Downy, no one would be left who loved her the way 
she was. Downy thought he was growing feathers on his back. She didn’t want to exist through 
moments without him, or with only part of him left. Losing Downy wasn’t like losing a lover or 
a friend or her parents. She didn’t know who she was without Downy. She sat down beside a 




















CHAPTER 7: THE SONG 
Northern New Mexico, mid-July  
On the third day of July, the bird season finished, and early mornings sneaking up canyons 
listening passed, replaced by long, hot days of vegetation work in the dusty, crisping heat. 
Fortunately, they only had to endure two weeks of exposure before the rains came hard and 
sudden, early, torrential monsoons. The land, starved of moisture for months, could not absorb 
the water as quickly as it fell. Floods roared down from the high country, and the water, loving 
itself but finding no subterranean version of itself to adhere to, sped over the surface of the 
withered land, transforming dry creeks and arroyos into open veins of the desert—clay-red and 
roiling—as low places bloated into muddy ponds coated with foam and laden with debris. 
Apache Creek morphed into a small but fierce river, pummeling the vast mats of algae from the 
few stagnating pools that had held on during the months of drought. Liquid rushed around 
skeletal, shriveled cholla, and flattened Chamisa.   
 Late one afternoon, after a particularly strong thunderstorm, Downy and Ash walked 
south west along the corridor of Apache Creek downstream from where they camped, where the 
creek had, until a few days before, vanished beneath sand and hoof prints. Now, water filled the 
arroyo from rim to rim, more than eight feet deep, submerging the few brave cacti and Chamisa 
that tried their luck in the arroyo’s mercurial bottom. A flood had boomed through less than a 
half an hour before; in another hour, the water level would drop again to something more akin to 
spluttering desert creek.  
Ash had grown more at ease with Downy since they hit the deer, even begun to actively 
enjoy his company on the long, tedious days of walking fifty-meter tapes out to collect 




cholla. Sometimes, if they worked different parts of the same canyon, and she got back to the 
truck before he did, she would press his field-dirtied clothes to her face and inhale deeply, 
craving the smell of him. When she’d first caught sight of him this morning, walking out of the 
box with a big lopsided grin on his face at the sight of her, her stomach plummeted for a full 
second before she caught it. Biology snared her, but her choices remained her own.  
She fought the urge to touch him as they walked down along the edge of a muddy, fast-
moving temporary river that pressed above the lip of the arroyo, rushing across the desert floor to 
ultimately pool, she imagined, in the low part of the Galisteo Valley, waking the hibernating 
creatures that lived in vernal pools, which didn’t see water every year.  
“This water,” Downy broke the silence. “It flows down into the valley and makes big 
vernal pools.”  
She smiled at him for sharing her brain wave. Dirt stuck to the place where his scraggly 
beard emerged from his face. They didn’t bathe often, roughly every ten days or so, when their 
funding provisioned for a hotel and shower. Downy held her gaze, the corners of his mouth 
turning up slightly, so he smirked as he talked.  
“If it were a little earlier or later, we’d probably see shorebirds out there—we might see a 
few early female migrants in the next couple weeks. And there are creatures, tardigrades, that are 
probably waking up in there right now,” he continued, “that hibernate when it’s dry, and can 
survive for years without water. And actually, also have survived being put out in space.” 
Not all Downy’s stories were sad. She knew about the tardigrades—space monkeys, they 
were called. In childhood, her father had purchased some at a toy store and brought them home 




“Are there any tardigrades from Siberia?” She’d thought a lot lately, as she walked up 
and down canyons counting birds or laying out meter tape, about the tenacity of Russian and 
Siberian creatures; practically all of the most persistent invasive plants in the areas they worked 
had found their way to the American West from the extreme northern latitudes of the 
European/Asian continent. 
 Downy laughed, tilting his head back slightly. She hadn’t touched him again, not since 
they’d run over the deer. She often fought the impulse to, but she feared what might happen; she 
knew the way it felt when sex was a possibility, as she imagined most women did on some level, 
but she also thought he would not initiate, which she found at once irritating and comforting. The 
idea of sex felt dangerous; she feared touching him might act like pulling out the last block in a 
game of Jenga: the whole tower of her autonomy could come crashing down.  
There was also the matter of his increasingly strange behavior, which did not lessen her 
interest—if anything increased it—but made her feel that, realistically, she ought to be more 
cautious. Though she had not seen him impale or eat any more small animals, twice in the past 
few weeks she had come upon him in unusual places, with recently dead animals suspiciously 
near him. The first time, she’d walked down to camp in a canyon in the northern part of the 
Jemez mountains to find him standing—standing—fourteen feet up in a ponderosa pine, his body 
moving slightly with the motion of the wind and the limbs he stood on, staring at the ground 
intently. On a branch near his head twitched a recently impaled chipmunk, the white stripes on 
its back stained crimson with blood. A few days later, she’d finished her morning counts to find 
him in a similar stance atop a granite buttress in the Apache Canyon box. This time, she had to 
look for other evidence, for freshly impaled beings, and peering up at him from below with her 




downstream and she’d come from upstream—she noticed several large grasshoppers impaled on 
cholla spines, scattered up the sloping cliff he must have climbed to reach his perch. When he 
turned to greet her, surprised to find her behind him, she’d seen the briefest glint of something 
passing from his eyes, a kind of sharpness, a blazing quality that she did not associate with his 
iceberg irises. 
Though she said nothing, let the strange moments pass in silence, she’d started to 
recognize the pattern in his behavior, and began to pay closer attention. Downy, who loved birds, 
exhibited shrike behavior. Nothing had happened since the buttress incident and the end of the 
bird monitoring season, though she had noticed more Loggerhead Shrike sign around their 
camps in the past week, a disproportionately large amount considering she had only seen three 
shrikes all season, and only at the bases of a couple of canyons.  
She’d let the knowledge rest and paid attention. She had heard Navajo stories of people 
who went to live with bears, sometimes never to return, but she had never heard of a man from 
any culture inhabiting a bird mind—and couldn’t find any stories that seemed similar to what 
was happening to Downy when she searched it online the last time they’d stopped at a library—
although she felt sure such stories existed.    
The sand beneath her feet slipped as she walked. Usually, after a rainstorm, just the 
surface of the sand retained moisture, so that when she stepped on it, she burst through an 
illusion of dampness into a deep dry below, but so much water had at last drenched the ground 
deep. If she listened very carefully, she could feel the exaltation of the whole place, down to the 
few bitty purple verbena just beginning to bloom. Water in the desert meant celebration across 




Ahead of them, where the arroyo passed an old adobe shack with only three walls left and 
no roof, three dark shapes loomed, caught on large skeletal cholla in the stream, diverting water. 
Drawing closer, Ash realized they were dead calves. Of course, excess water could also lead to 
premature death. Their legs pointed in the direction of the current, and the black hair on their 
little curved backs was beginning to come out, exposing pinkish-white skin, not dissimilar to the 
deer Downy had struck with the truck. “Oh,” she exclaimed. “Babies!” The bodies had begun to 
bloat; she wondered if they’d died prior to the flood, their corpses simply lifted by a surge of 
passing water, the front wall of the flood.    
 Downy threw his arms up into the air in adulation and danced, singing “Yeah, dead cows, 
yeah, yeah, dead cows in a wet desert! Dead! Fucking! Cows!!” She watched him for a moment, 
eyebrows raised, but he paid her no mind, lost in his euphoria, adding his song to the celebration 
of life that she’d felt before they’d come upon this death. She found him a surprisingly good 
dancer—with competent hips. She’d never imagined that someone who wore exclusively khaki 
quick-dry pants could possibly dance well, particularly not someone as fundamentally awkward 
and nerdy as Downy. He continually surprised her, which she appreciated, perhaps particularly 
because the surprises were difficult to explain.  
 She watched him dance for a moment, and then turned to raise her binoculars to her eyes 
and focus them on the calves, feeling sad for their mammas. Three less cows in these fragile 
lands was something to celebrate, but she knew cows experienced feelings too. Two of the 
corpses had lost eyeballs; their small sodden faces twisted in expressions of distorted life, 
zombie like. She raised her binoculars from the cows and scanned the horizon, letting her eyes 
stretch in the afternoon light just start hint golden. Three ravens played along the ridge line of the 




positions, talking to one another with low, guttural music. She thought she recognized them as 
the fledglings from the nest just below the box. 
 A loud, high, mechanical sound—krrDI krrrDI—punched the air behind her, interrupting 
her focus, so she turned abruptly to locate its source. Without her noticing, lost as she was in 
thought, Downy had climbed atop the adobe shack and stood precariously perched—wobbling 
slightly—at one of its remaining corners, head thrown back, erupting with the alien sound, facing 
away from her. It surprised Ash that his sound box could produce such a high noise, almost 
mechanical in its repetition, altering in pattern every few sequences—krrre e e e e, krrrr e e e e 
e, JEEuk, JEEuk, JEEEuk. The baseball cap Downy had worn since he’d lost his enormous 
floppy sun hat had fallen off, so his messy hair—in need of scissors or a brush—glinted doubly 
gold in the elongating afternoon light, shimmering and shining. His arms were crossed behind 
him, his fingers twisted tightly together; chest pressed out, shoulders back, he sang.   
 She did not interrupt him—why would she? Instead she watched, and listened to his 
peculiar music, hearing within it two difficult to reconcile things: a deep Downy-ness, and 
something else, an alien presence not at all human. The music, though not melodic in the way 
most humans might identify it, contained a powerful immediacy, a haunting loveliness that 
echoed through her body, so the fine hairs on her arms stood up, her spine quivered with an 
uncertain anticipation, and she felt a strange tightness in her groin.  
 She saw a flash of white wing patches out of the corner of her left eye and pulled her eyes 
away from Downy onto the Loggerhead Shrike, which had alight on a barbed wire fence perhaps 
eight feet behind Downy as he sang, so shrike and man faced one another. The shrike—




fanning its tail feathers aggressively and Downy fell abruptly silent, his clenched hands turning 
white with pressure. Ash wished she could see his face, but she dared not move.  
 The shrike tipped back its head and let out a long, practiced song, a series of sounds not 
dissimilar to those Downy had emitted, but not as loud and much more complex, precise and 
controlled, with a metallic quality that Downy’s human vocal chords had not replicated—
probably could not replicate—and several fine trills. After the bird finished his song, a long, 
riveting movement of silence ensued before Downy tilted his head back and imitated the shrike’s 
song. The effect was grating; to the extent that seemed possible, Downy impersonated the krrDI 
portions of the song well enough, but his trills came out sounding like low-quality special effects 
zombie sounds, or like the prolonged choking of an elderly emphysemic man—indeed, the sound 
somewhat reminded Ash of something that might have come out of Tom Waits late in his life. 
The song also lacked the confidence of his first song; whatever version of Downy tried to imitate 
the shrike’s song had grown self-conscious. Ash thought she caught just a hint of distain in 
posture of the more competent male, who watched Downy with his head cocked, listening. 
Downy tried the song twice—his second attempt little better than the first—and when he 
finished, the shrike let out a single guttural call note and flew off, alighting on top of a juniper 
more than a hundred meters away.  
 The silence following the shrike’s departure had its own pulse. Ash knew she had just 
witnessed something highly improbable—no way, a part of her mind reasoned with her, 
impossible—but because she had experienced it fully, with all her senses, her choices were either 
to stop trusting herself or not, and her guts told her what she had just seen had been real. She 




gargantuan behind him and east and she reached out her hand, so it became submerged in the 
dark, distorted replica of a man.  
 
His throat ached, elation, his song wide, grown, the elder had heard arrived taught, he would 
learn in the warm light swaying atop this perch, sing so loudly, controlled, he could learn, if only 
he would come back to teach him again wet juicy earth rain song flood the mice would scuttle 
plentiful across the supple surface fat and lazy and tender blood pulse—he would sing—human 
feet behind him he spun perch unsteady beneath him he sprung out, the cavernous sapphire 
desert, flapping, the retreating sky  
The ground arrived with a thud, his mind struggling to rearranged itself, back and legs 
throbbing. He raised his hand to eyes to block a bright ray of light hitting his face, squinting to 
make out the features of the figure who stood above him. Ash. She took a step to the left, to 
block the sun hitting his face.  
 The gravity of his human situation arrived in his mind as blood rushed to his face. Ash’s 
face, which he had slowly begun to find less inscrutable, twitched with amusement and 
something else—was it fear or concern? Why did he always have to behave in such an 
embarrassing manner in front of her; why couldn’t he just be attentive and normal? He grasped 
for an explanation for his position on the ground, trying to piece together the blur of emotion and 
sensation that he remembered feeling just a moment before—had he dreamed it? His back ached 
and his flesh seared where the spines were embedded in his buttocks, lower back, and neck, 
sinking slowly deeper the longer he lay inert. 
“I hate to say it,” Ash said, standing above him now, raising her eyebrows. “But I don’t 




 “What?” he asked her, rubbing his temple with his right thumb.  
“Are you okay?” she asked, offering him a hand up. He disregarded it, gingerly pushing 
himself up, wincing as the spines went even deeper into his ass, standing cautiously. “Did I get 
knocked out? Was I singing in my sleep?” Had he been sleeping? Where was he? 
 Concern replaced amusement in Ash’s face. “You don’t remember?”  
 He delayed answering her question, instead craning his neck to see if he could pull the 
cactus out of his back and buttocks; glancing at the ground, he realized with dismay that he 
hadn’t landed only in cholla segments but had also crushed a prickly pear—with his rear—which 
meant his butt cheeks were likely covered in the tiny fine spines—glochids—which populated 
the ridges of prickly pear pads in dense golden clusters. There were also several segments of 
cholla clinging to the shirt on his back which he hadn’t felt, because the feathers had prevented 
them from entering as deeply into his skin. He groaned and put his hands over his face; he 
couldn’t reach the cactus on his back, and he’d once before tried to pull glochids out of his own 
butt and ended up breaking a significant portion of them at the base, so his ass itched for week 
and several of the embedded spines got infected.  
 He took deep breaths and tried to force himself calm, while also desperately searching his 
mind for the sequence of events that had led him to this undesired moment. Breathe, breathe, 
breathe, breathe. Don’t hyperventilate. Breathe. Peculiarly, he felt a sense of jubilation hovering 
just beneath the surface of his anxiety, a lingering physical memory of whatever had come 
before. He felt Ash put a cautious hand on his shoulder and lowered his hands to look her 




 “Would you like help removing the spines?” she asked, gently. Nearby, a Blue-Gray 
Gnatcatcher buzzed, and Downy automatically zoomed in on the surrounding birds for a 
moment, listing them in his mind, a comforting mantra.  
 Common Raven. Blue-Gray Gnatcatcher. Canyon Towhee. Western Kingbird. Curve-
billed Thrasher. House Finch.  
 “Um,” he said. Did he want her help? Accepting it to the degree that he needed it meant 
two very alarming things: letting her touch his butt and finding out whether she could see his 
feathers, or if they were—as Mossy seemed to think—a hallucination. He’d been considering 
showing her the feathers since Mossy suggested it, but whenever Ash was near, he felt like he 
couldn’t justify breaking their developing ease with…feathers or a hallucination. Denial had 
always suited him, anyway. Most things, he’d found, eventually stopped bothering him if he 
ignored them for long enough; perhaps this was why he had yet to send Mossy a photo of his 
back and was ignoring all her calls and texts. And of course, he wanted Ash to touch his butt, but 
not like this, not because he’d somehow mired his dignity with glochids. “Um, ah…” he 
muttered, avoiding looking her full in the face, his own cheeks pounding with blood and shame, 
“can you just…pull the big pieces of cholla out of my shirt and I’ll deal with the rest at camp? 
Thanks for offering though.”  
 “Sure.” She stepped behind him and awkwardly yanked one, two, three, four, five, six, 
seven segments of cholla out of his back—he might as well have landed in a packrat nest—
tossing the chunks into the bushes. The sun had retreated so it only touched the crest of the 
mesas to the north and south; the valley lay in shadow. He picked up his hat and turned to face 
the arroyo, reorienting to his location and the sequence of events which led him here—the walk, 




 They walked slowly back along the edge of the creek bed/arroyo toward camp. The flood 
had begun to recede, the creek returning to a more normal stature. 
 “Do you really not remember what happened?” Ash asked him softly as they walked.  
 “I remember dancing, and then…” he paused, he could almost remember…singing, an 
older male, a great surge of joy; but all he felt now was embarrassment, shame--how could he 
have behaved so…abnormally? “Not completely,” he admitted, “maybe I hit my head when I 
fell?”  
 “Do you remember falling?”  
 “No.” She paused in the trail and looked at him appraisingly before continuing.  
 “Would you like me to tell you what I saw?” He didn’t think he had the luxury of saying 
no, so he nodded, reluctantly. “You were dancing about the dead calves, and I turned around to 
look at the fledge Ravens flying along the edge of the mesa and got distracted, and when I turned 
around, you were standing on the corner of the old adobe…” she paused, tilting her head at him, 
seeming to search for words. He turned his head away from her slightly, still trying to avoid eye 
contact. “Singing,” she finished. “Kind of. Trying at least.”  
 “Singing?” He registered Ash nodding out of his side eye, her long, thick black braids 
bobbing up and down, feeling the acid he associated with extreme stress starting in the upper 
portions of his stomach, a scorching trickle.  
 “A Loggerhead Shrike song.” Two sensations arose in Downy at once: the acid shooting 
up his throat to join a stinging gob of mucous and fright at the back of his mouth, and a sudden 




 American Robin—Turdus migratorius, bold and victorious; the phrase popped into his 
head from nowhere with the sound of a clucking Robin, and he almost laughed—Mossy had 
invented it during their childhood.  
 “And then,” Ash continued, “a shrike flew in and landed on the fence behind the adobe 
and sang for you, and you imitated his song. That’s who I was talking about when I said I didn’t 
think he was very impressed by your song.” A shrike song.  
 Western Bluebird.  
 A part of him remembered. He swallowed hard, forcing the thick phlegm gob back down 
his throat, experiencing a strange impression of calm. A few days before he’d inexplicably found 
himself standing balanced on top of a fence post, his clipboard face down on the ground, when 
he should have been recording vegetation data, and he’d increasingly craved raw meat. There 
had been that incident in the ponderosa with the chipmunk which Ash had kindly said nothing 
about. The behavior was alarming, but not unprecedented; he was losing his mind, as well as 
growing feathers.  
 But now wasn’t the time to think about that—not with Ash present and cacti all in his 
butt and back. Mental instability ran in his family; perhaps it had just been a matter of time, 
nothing to feel ashamed about.  
 He looked down into the arroyo bed of Apache Creek, where thick Mexican hot 
chocolate colored water had diminished to two feet across. In places, a thin layer of smooth clay 
mud spread across the sand, which—as yet undisturbed by animal tracks—rested in wave 
patterns, curving ridges and shallow valleys, some of them still holding water. He had a sudden, 




 “When I was a little kid, growing up not that far from here…” Less than fifteen miles, 
only a couple of canyons to the east away, but he didn’t say that. He paused. Something had so 
far prevented him from telling Ash much about his New Mexico childhood, which he rarely 
thought of despite his choice to study birds in this area; indeed, he rarely thought much about any 
portion of his childhood, because it never did him any favors to do so, just muddled the already 
dark, confusing world further. “After a big summer storm my sister and I were playing in an 
arroyo near our house, and we found salamanders in a puddle left by the rain.”  
 “Salamanders?” Ash looked at him incredulously, her eyebrows shooting up into the 
crown of her head like he was totally crazy.   
 “Yeah.” He looked her in the eyes for the first time since he’d come to on the ground. 
“They were mating.” His parked truck appeared as they rounded a slight curve in the wide 
canyon, just before the place it narrowed, heading for the box.  
 “My sister went and got my dad, and he came down and watched them with us. There 
were five of them. The males nudge the females with their noses to initiate copulation—I got to 
see it, mating salamanders. Dad said that he thought they were tiger salamanders, which are both 
aquatic and terrestrial, and show great mating fidelity to the sites of their birth.” Thinking about 
it now, he realized it didn’t make sense for both male and female tiger salamanders to go back to 
their place of birth; it would lead to inbreeding. He would have to look it up the next time they 
went to the library. “Those salamanders had probably waited years to breed.” Telling this story 
took his mind of his immediate troubles—the singing, the rub of glochids imbedded in his 
buttocks against his pants, the word shrike—and calmed him significantly. He wanted to keep 
going but he couldn’t remember any more of the story. Had the salamanders stayed? Had they 




distant part of his mind the smell of his father crouched beside him—old leather jacket mixed 
with a faint fragrance of marijuana and body odor, a scent which had once been the most 
comforting thing in the world—mixed with the smell of the desert after rain.   
 “I’ve never seen a salamander in the wild,” Ash said, her voice slightly stiff, as if her 
patience had begun to fray.  
 “I think there are three species native to New Mexico—two endemics, one to the Jemez, 
and one to the mountains down around Ruidoso and Cloudcroft and the tiger salamander. I think 
both the endemics are endangered, or maybe the Jemez species has gone extinct.” With each step 
he took, the glochids caught on his pants. He had the mad desire to scratch his butt, but that was 
the worst thing he could do. He steeled himself, “will you help me pull the spines out when we 
get back?” he nodded towards their approaching camp.  
 “You really don’t want to talk about the fact that you’re behaving like a shrike?” Ash 
asked, flatly. “Do you really want me to just ignore all the weird shit you’ve been doing, 
climbing trees and impaling chipmunks, biting the heads off grasshoppers, singing duets with 
birds?” She was irritated, and there was something else there, an edge he couldn’t place. A 
month ago, he wouldn’t have been able to tell, her voice had never seemed to change, but now, 
he could hear it.  
 “We can talk about it,” he said. “But can you help me with the spines first?” She did 
something that he did not expect; she rolled his eyes at him before she nodded.  
 
Downy seemed unusually agitated as he spread a foam sleeping pad on the ground in the middle 
of their camp—more disturbed than he had seemed when she recounted to him the incident with 




climbing during blackouts—seemed harmless enough, but her patience with him wore thin, and 
she started to wonder whether she needed to feel more concern for her own wellbeing, 
particularly if he truly was blacking out his stranger behavior. When he’d started talking about 
salamanders, she’d fought the urge to grab his shoulders and shake him hard—are you seriously 
this oblivious to your actions? Are you having a psychotic episode? Are you power tripping me? 
What the hell is going on?  
 “Um…” he said, standing, staring down at the pad on the ground. The light of the day 
faded fast; nearby an early Poorwill let out a soft whistle—poor will—announcing the arrival of 
the crepuscular hour. “You might need a headlamp to…” She pulled her head lamp from her 
pocket and waved it at him, silently urging him to get on with it already. She wanted to talk 
about the incident this afternoon, about which she had several questions. Had he practiced 
singing like a shrike, or did his mind simply have such a detailed memory for bird sounds that it 
just came out? When had his urges to impale things started? Did she need to fear for her own 
physical safety? Instinctually, she still felt safe in his presence, but she knew that plenty of 
people had had experiences that proved their instincts wrong, and she remembered, with slight 
discomfort, the bayonetted lizard on a yucca the morning Downy had kicked the cows early in 
the season.  
 “Can you, ahh…do you want to start with my back or…do you mind using tweezers to 
pull the glochids out of my…” He couldn’t seem to get the words out. His face was scrunched 
up, as if waiting for a blow; he’d been avoiding making eye contact with her since he’d fallen. 
He reached a shaking hand up to his head and flipped his baseball cap around, so the brim faced 
backwards.  




 “Yeah.”  
 “Let’s start with your back and work up to it.” This was not a context in which she’d 
imagined seeing his butt for the first time, and if she hadn’t been so irritated with his evasive 
behavior, she probably would have cracked a joke about it.  
 He retrieved a pair of tweezers from their first aid kit and handed them to her, shakily, 
dropping to his knees on the pad, seeming hesitant to lie down.  
 “You might see something…” He scrunched his face even tighter, and bared his teeth as 
if in pain, inhaling deeply with apparent difficulty. She realized he wasn’t just afraid, he was 
petrified. She felt a surge of compassion for him.  
 “It’s okay,” she said, gently. “Whatever it is, it can’t be the end of the word.” She meant 
it; she couldn’t imagine anything that might be on his back which she would find more shocking 
than him imitating the song of an adult male Loggerhead Shrike. He pulled his shirt hesitantly 
off.  
 Her mind couldn’t immediately make sense of what she saw. She adjusted her headlamp 
and pressed it on, crouching down and shining a beam of light across his back. At first, her mind 
tried to correct the image, convert what she saw into something comprehensible, cover Downy’s 
back in thick gray hair, but eventually, her brain caught up to the truth. Across his back spread 
thick, delicate feathers—the kind you might find on the back of a passerine, more delicate than 
wing or tail feathers, but man-sized—sooty gray with a hint of blue, peppered with more than a 
dozen remaining cholla spine clusters, feathers that vanished into Downy’s khaki quick-dry pants 
and stretched up his shoulders, just creeping onto his neck, where a bit of fresh white down 




 Her mind adjusted, and then adjusted again, sorting the information she had, while she 
passed her headlight over, and over, and over his back. Gray feathers, white at the neck. She 
moved her headlamp sideways, so she could see his sides; there was white down there too. 
Downy stayed as still and silent as a fossil; if he breathed, she couldn’t tell.  
 She reached forward and tentatively plucked a three-pronged cholla cluster from the 
center of his back—and the feathers. When her fingers contacted his feathers, Downy started and 
she pulled back abruptly, one of the spines plunging into her thumb. As if on cue, Downy 
toppled forward, faceplanting on the mat, passed out.   
 “Fuck,” she muttered. Her heart stuttered in her chest. She yanked the spine from her 
thumb. Time felt like molasses, surreal, objects elongating within it. The Poorwill called again, 
poor will, poor will, poor will. Her arms were covered in gooseflesh that she did not know 
whether to credit to the cool, sweet smelling wet air or the shock of her discovery. Loggerhead 
Shrike. The feathers on Loggerhead Shrike backs, though much smaller, looked exactly like 
these, and the places where they turned white were consistent with a shrike too: the side of the 
neck, the edge of the back, where—on a Loggerhead Shrike—the wings emerged. But it felt 
ridiculous to make such leaps of the imagination.  
 She leaned forward and put her hand on his shoulder, shaking him slightly. Her fingers 
plunged into his feathers, which felt soft and warm against the pads of her fingers, lush. 








CHAPTER 8: THE THREAT OF A CLOACA 
Northern New Mexico, mid-July  
Lost in the light-yellow place, he felt a great sense of comfort and relief; nothing, including his 
body, had form. He existed, himself but not his thinking mind, in a pool of creamy, comfortable 
light.  
 When thoughts began to populate his consciousness again, and the smooth light dimmed 
and pixelated, and he heard his name—Downy. Downy! Downy!! –ringing like an anxious bell, 
he resisted, wishing to stay in this comfortable place, where being felt no more complicated than 
stroking velvet. Sadly, he came to anyway, re-entered the anxiety-populated caverns of his 
thinking mind, felt a cold breeze pass across his neck, opened his eyes to the dim Mescalero 
Canyon camp, remembered his location and situation.  
 He’d passed out. He must have stopped breathing, while he waited for Ash to say 
something. During the bad years, when Mom had left Dad for Ra and the Risen, and directly 
after, when the Rising had exploded and they’d moved back to Iowa, he had passed out from 
anxiety pretty regularly; Mossy thought he did it on purpose, for attention. The sensation 
returned to him clearly now, though it had been years; he had done it on purpose sometimes, 
once he’d figured out how to pass out at will, not for attention, but because of the relief of that 
formless, comfortable yellow place, which at times lingered after he woke up. He felt it now, a 
deep, smooth, unshakable calm.  
 “Do you see the feathers?” he asked Ash, his mouth moving against the egg-carton 
pattern of the rubber sleeping mat his face pressed to.  
 “Yes.” She sounded relieved—maybe that he’d woken up? She must have called his 




human instinct to try and revive a fallen comrade. “I’m going to pull out the rest of the spines on 
your back.” He hardly felt them go. He listened to the Poorwill calling, enjoying the sensation of 
her fingers in his feathers. His real feathers. He’d expected to feel horror at having his situation 
confirmed but instead felt relief; better to grow feathers than go crazy. When Ash finished 
pulling the spines out of his back, she ran the tips of her fingertips down his feathers, and he 
sighed with pleasure; something about feeling his feathers stroked felt much better than having 
his back stroked ever had. He realized that he didn’t know much about bird nerves; he felt the 
pleasure in his back, in a way he associated with skin. He didn’t think feathers had nerve 
endings, indeed, he felt certain they didn’t have them. But the question brought up further 
questions about bird nerves; did, for example, the cloaca have nerves in it? What about a duck’s 
penis? What kind of pleasure did birds feel? He realized, suddenly, that he’d never considered it 
before.  
 “Are you turning into a shrike?” Her voice carried that uncertain edge he’d identified in it 
earlier, some fear or apprehension. Darkness had nearly overcome the canyon; her headlamp 
blinded him. He could only see her silhouette, couldn’t make out any features or emotion. He 
closed his eyes against the light, seeing spots of color floating on his eyelids.  
 “Yes,” he said, after a long moment, “it does seem that way.” The admission, to both her 
and himself, thudded to Earth, grounding, real. The blackouts, the cravings for raw meat, the 
singing, the impaling of small animals on spines, the feathers—all of it made sense. But why are 
you becoming a shrike? A voice in his mind asked, part science, part Mossy, part himself. It 
defies logic. You should really be concerned about this, Downy. He imagined a soft hand patting 




 “Do you know…” she said, hesitantly. He wished that he could see her face through the 
glare of the headlamp. “Why?”  
 
She sat crouched on the mat behind him, her mind still skidding across the surface of his 
feathers, which were real—and smooth, soft—even when she reached out a hand and ran her 
fingers down them, which she did again while she waited for him to answer her question. The 
sensation was strange, reminiscent of holding a stunned bird that had recently flown into a 
window; she could feel the large quills of the primaries (could she call them primaries?) 
quivering against her fingertips, and beneath the feathers an immense heat, as if from an internal 
furnace that seemed to burn much hotter than any human furnace could get away with.  
 “I don’t,” he said at length. “I don’t know.” She let her hand fall from his back, and he 
rose to a kneeling position, facing her. “Do you mind turning off your headlamp so I can see?” 
The bright white light in the midst of darkness blinded him.  
 Hastily, she flipped it off. They sat in silence for a long moment, listening to the sounds 
of the night; a Western Screech Owl joined the Poorwill in welcoming the evening. Ash searched 
for the next logical question to ask in this context but could settle only on a question which felt 
to her ridiculously pedestrian.  
 “Have you seen a doctor about…this?”  
 “I’m afraid…” He still rested on his knees. “I guess I’m afraid that they’ll lock me up 
or…use me as a specimen to study or….” This made sense to her, not trusting authority with 
your life.  




 “With feathers? No.” Shadow obscured his face, but his hair flashed like a beacon in the 
gloom when he moved forward to stretch his neck and shoulders, still standing awkwardly on his 
knees. “Also, I haven’t…I don’t really…go to the doctor.” She laughed; this didn’t surprise her. 
The revelation of the feathers had stunned her, so she felt slightly intoxicated, like she’d just 
taken a hit of some hallucinogenic drug. She felt slightly disembodied and strange.  
 “How long have you had them?”  
 “A couple of weeks.”  
 “And what they just…?”  
 “Emerged from nowhere, the night after…” He paused, uncomfortably. “The deer.” 
 Ash strained her memory, trying to remember the days following the collision. His 
strange behavior had certainly escalated of late, but it had begun before the feathers, and she’d 
known no other version of Downy to compare this version to. He shifted uncomfortably on the 
mat; it struck that she hadn’t finished pulling the spines from his butt. “Do you want me to take a 
pair of tweezers to your ass and get the glochids?” she asked him. “I think I might have some 
Vaseline to rub on it afterwards.”  
 
She had seen his feathers and still felt willing to pull spines from his ass! It might not be the 
erotic scene of his dreams, but honestly, he couldn’t think of anyone else he’d rather have pull 
minute spines from his butt cheeks—or rub Vaseline on them. He still had, after all, human 
nerves on his behind. He unbuttoned his pants and cautiously pulled them—with his briefs—
down over his flesh, taking care not to let the fabric touch his skin and catch on the spines and 




distracting him momentarily from the adrenaline generated by his revelation and the itch/ache of 
glochids in his butt, which now that he focused on it again, throbbed.  
 When she shined her headlamp on his bare butt, she laughed out loud again, a warm 
sound, like a small stream crashing over a ledge.  
 “You’re a mess! An embarrassment to shrike and human kind alike. Your ass is covered 
in glochids—you couldn’t have aimed better, if the goal was to fill your entire ass with spines.”  
 He knew he should feel mortified, but he just felt happy. At her tone, at being here with 
her, having alleviated his secret. Maybe tomorrow, like Scarlet O’Hara, who his mother loved, 
he would worry more deeply into the implications of his situations; right now, he would just 
appreciate the feeling of her hand pressed into the feathers at the base of his back, keeping him 
still and steadying the gentle hand holding the tweezers. He let his penis stiffen without a mental 
struggle, allowed himself instead to enjoy her touch, coupled with the slight pain of extraction.   
 He let his bottom air and his erection pass for a few moments after she finished rubbing 
the Vaseline across his behind. Full dark had descended upon the canyon. She flipped off her 
headlamp and sat down on the mat beside him, cross legged, and they existed in silence for a 
while, listening to the symphony of horny male crickets rubbing their legs together in a soothing 
rhythm that he associated deeply with New Mexico and home. At length, when his boner passed, 
he rolled onto his side and said, “What do you want to eat for dinner? I’ll cook.” 
 All he craved was raw meat—organs maybe—but unless he hunted, he had none, and he 
wanted to do something nice for Ash. 
 
Ash stayed silent while he sliced sausage and veggies and boiled water for mac and cheese, 




waited for the pasta water, his chair close enough to her that he could feel the warmth of her 
body.  
 “What’s up?” He elbowed her gently, trying for a companionable vibe.  
 “I mean, I’m processing.” She jammed a hard elbow back into his side, and he winced in 
the darkness. “How would you feel if someone whipped off their pants and showed you their 
cloaca?” Horror at the thought that she might think he had a cloaca shot through him.  
 “Oh, I still have a penis.”  
 “That’s not the point.” It seemed like an important point to him, but he kept his mouth 
shut. “Let’s say I take off my pants right now and instead of human parts you just see a big, 
round, pink hole—no labia, no clitoris, no puckered butthole—just cloaca.” He shifted away 
from her, uncomfortable.  
 “Where is this cloaca?”  
 “Doesn’t matter. Probably around where my butthole is now.” He didn’t know how to 
answer; he felt trapped, because he so wanted to take off her pants. Amusement laced her voice, 
as it did each time she forced him to engage in a conversation about a topic that made him 
uncomfortable. Furthermore, he had no idea how to respond—what would he do?  
 After a prolonged moment of silence, the pasta water began to overflow, flames—
engorged by the water—leaping up and engulfing the pot. Downy jumped up to rescue it, 
wrapping his hand in the arm of his sweatshirt to avoid burning himself, feeling grateful for the 
darkness, because it meant Ash couldn’t see the scarlet of his face.  
 “Sorry,” she raised her voice slightly, so it carried easily to the stove, set up three feet 




face, a combination of shame at her jab and gratitude for her ability to jest about something so 
wildly foreign.  
 “I don’t know how I’d react if someone showed me feathers,” he answered, once he’d 
gotten the pasta under control and stirred the simmering veggies and sausage. “I’d probably think 
I was hallucinating, which my sister thinks I am.”  
 “You have a sister?” Guilt joined embarrassment in his face and blood stream, and a 
burning in his guts reminded him of the acid drip to his central organs, which he’d experienced 
so regularly prior to the emergence of the feathers.  
 “Yeah.”  
 “Older or younger?”  
 “Younger. Eighteen months.”  
 “Are you close?”  
 “Very.” Even if he had neglected to call her recently and hadn’t yet sent her the photo 
she’d asked for.  
 “Huh. Does she have any strange features? Talons, maybe?”  
 “No, she’s an alcoholic empath with a human body.”  
 “That’s the most descriptive I’ve ever heard you be when describing a person.” Gingerly, 
Downy plucked a piece of macaroni from the pasta pot with a fork and blew on it until it was 
cool enough to touch; it was ready.  
 “Do you know of any other cases of things like this happening?” she asked him when he 
brought her a bowl of food.  




 “That’s the first thing I would do.” Yeah, well, you’re braver than I am, clearly, he 
thought, but kept the worlds to himself, leaving her comment to hang for a while as they ate, his 
awareness of his basic incompetence at dealing with his life saturating in the night air around 
them. But he could think of nothing, no good explanation—except for that period of his 
childhood that he’d browned out, like he might have if he’d been drinking heavily but he’d been 
14 and stone cold sober. But he didn’t know what to say to Ash about that time, or how to talk 
about what he couldn’t remember. And what answers could science really give him about 
spontaneous species morphing? He thought none that were worth risking his bodily freedom for.  
 
“So what are you going to do about this?” she asked him, after a while. The dark felt close 
somehow, crisp and rich with the smell of ripe wet desert. “Big plans?”  
 “I don’t know how far it will go; so far it’s just the feathers.”  
 “What happens if it turns into more than the feathers?” She moved her arm, so it touched 
his in the darkness and stilled there, wanting contact to ground this strange conversation. 
“What’s the worst that could happen?”  
 “The worst thing that could happen is I turn fully into a bird,” Downy said, abruptly, 
moving his arm away from hers. Worse to be half man and half bird, she thought to herself, than 
to be either one way or the other. She kept the thought to herself, let the silence breathe for a 
moment while she readjusted herself in her chair, bring her knees up to her chest.  
 “Have you considered what it would be like to be a gigantic Loggerhead Shrike?” on the 
most densely human populated planet the world has ever seen, with next to no wild land left.  




 “How could you not have thought about this?” She couldn’t comprehend it, to choose—
or have the ability—to live that way, not thinking deeply about as many versions of the future as 
possible regularly, as an exercise for survival. She wondered if, as a bearer of this new 
knowledge--his secret feathers—she had some obligation to make sure he wasn’t a threat to 
public safety. But the truth was she didn’t care that much about public safety; the search for 
public safety was one of the things that had revenged the wildness of the once-spectacular North 
American continent, made it so humans were the only top predator left with any kind of real 
power. She recognized that if Downy were a threat to people she loved—Dad and Huck, or her 
best friends, Tashi and Seymore—she might feel differently, but she thought the world could use 
a little unexpected wildness, plus she was not immediately worried that Downy would behave in 
a manner threatening to anyone but small rodents, birds, reptiles, and meaty bugs with crunchy 
exoskeletons.  
 “Ask my sister,” Downy said, ironically. “She’d give you some solid hypotheses.”  
 
 
After dinner, he surprised himself by asking Ash if she would like to spread a tarp and lay in 
their sleeping bags out to stargaze and talk. Despite the increased comfort between them, and 
making most evening meals together, beyond sharing food they had not so far socialized 
recreationally outside of the long hours of forced working contact each day. Today’s events, 
however, seemed like reasonable cause for some of the remaining barriers between them to 
topple; there were obvious things to talk about.  
 “What do you want to talk about, bird man?” she asked, teasing. Her ease, in lieu of the 




and his fears sloughed off him, replaced by the endorphin-induced euphoria he felt when she 
stepped close to him.   
 “The feathers? The impaling? The singing? You choose.” In the dark, the situation felt so 
empty of consequence. The sense of peril he’d pressed aside for weeks, stashing it with his 
denial as the feathers slowly spread down his back and crept around his torso onto his belly, was 
absent.   
 “I do have more questions,” she acknowledged.  
 “So do I.” 
 They spread their sleeping bags out on a big blue tarp folded in half and lay side-by-side, 
their shoulders almost touching, staring at the stars. He scooted close to her, so their arms 
touched, the warmth of her body both electric and comforting.  
 “Do you remember when I caught you up in the Ponderosa?” she asked him, after a 
moment in silence. “What do you remember about that?” He rubbed his eyebrows against the 
grain of their growth several times, so they stood vertical, trying to remember, only bits of it 
coming to him—the sensation of warm smooth fur clutched in his right hand, his body moving 
with the breeze, the loathsome heckling of a pair of Kingbirds interrupting his focus—but 
nothing coherent. Mostly, he remembered arriving back in his human mind with Ash standing 
below him, looking up at him like he was entirely crazy, and the strange dysphoric feeling of 
trying to readjust to the world, as if he’d been abruptly woken from a deep slumber.  
 “I remember before and after, but not really during.” He also remembered looking at his 
right hand and noticing it covered in blood, and then observing the recently dead chipmunk, and 
having a strange surge of self-satisfaction and an urge to preen his feathers with his hand, before 




the bloody hand in his pocket when he approached Ash on the ground, trying to hide the 
evidence. “I did impale the chipmunk.” 
 “And you remember that?”  
 “No, just what the…what the fur felt like on my hand.” It felt strange remembering 
sensation, like stretching an unfamiliar part of his mind, if the nonphysical could be stretched.  
 
“But you really don’t remember what if felt like to impale the chipmunk?” Now that she’d seen 
the feathers, now that he’d admitted to the strange behavior, and one small mystery was solved, 
Ash felt the urgent desire to know more. What did it feel like inside the psyche of a man turning 
to a shrike? Where had the feathers come from—was this a genetic shift? It had to be. She’d read 
a few articles about CRISPR, the magical gene editing technology that suddenly seemed to be all 
over the news, all sorts of interest groups--mostly hippies and religious zealots—hollering about 
stricter regulations and moral damnation, although to the best of her knowledge big Ag had been 
fucking with genes for years, while Americans kept happily eating Big Macs, oblivious of the 
jelly fish genes they consumed second hand, thinking only of the cheap cost of the calories. But a 
man growing feathers on his back, and singing the song of a species of bird seventy-five times 
smaller than him? It seemed like something special. She pulled herself away from Downy 
slightly and propped herself up on her arm to look at his profile in the darkness, which her eyes 
had adjusted to. He had a rather petite nose in profile, but an abnormally tall forehead. She 
wondered if he had Neanderthal genes, in addition to bird genes. A distant growl of thunder 
pulsed through the air, announcing more rain not far away.  
 “And you have no idea why this is happening to you?” The question of what it felt like to 




than how he had come to coinhabit those worlds, but the implications of a man turning into a 
bird in the modern world fascinated her too, and part of that intrigue lay in the source of the 
transformation. Her guts told her that whatever had led Downy to this situation, it hadn’t been 
intentional. She knew people could act strange and shifty about ornamentation—get tattoos and 
then avoid showing them, dye their hair purple and wear a hat until the die faded, pierce their 
nipples and genetailia, when they had no lover—but Downy had, until a few minutes ago, 
seemed very much in denial about his own transformation, rather than simply embarrassed, 
which—unless the man contained twisty depths she’d seen no sign of—struck her as evidence of 
his lack of complicity in the change. There were several long moments of silence before he 
answered her question. 
 “No,” he said at last. “I really don’t.”  
She registered something in his voice that hadn’t been there before now—a tautness, an 
uncertainty—and had the sudden sense that, for the first time, Downy was lying; he did have 
some idea of how the feathers might have gotten there—or at least a suspicion.   
“You’re sure?” Another roll of thunder pressed through the sky, and a sudden damp, 
heavy breeze rushed across them, lifting the edges of the tarp. The Western Screech Owls who 
shared their camp in the dark hours, whose voices she knew intimately, though she’d only caught 
a couple of brief glimpses of their dark shapes passing quickly over in the night, fell abruptly 
silent.  
“Yes,” he said. There was more confidence in his voice this time, as if the shadow of 
doubt had passed—or he’d convinced himself of the lie. “I think it’s about to rain, maybe we 




“Let’s wait until it starts falling.” Ash put a mental pin in Downy’s potential, uncertain 
fib, and let it pass. So far in her short life, her judgment had proven sound, so she had no reason 
to question her instincts, which told her that Downy’s story was what it seemed—a bizarre, but 
clearly not impossible, case of strange luck or oblivious happenstance. “Are they spreading?”  
“You saw the down on my neck; that’s new.” She did the math; it had been a month since 
the deer. In one month, his back had grown feathers and down had begun to creep up and around 
the front of his neck.  
“Do you have any other symptoms?”  
“Besides singing and randomly impaling things?”  
“Yeah. Like, do you want me to feel your shoulder blades for wing nubs?” a first fat 
raindrop landed on her forehead. Downy sat up, leaving her question unanswered. She wished 
she could see his face. “Or did the cloaca comment hit a bit too close to home?” She felt bad as 
soon as she said it; men tended to feel sensitive about the form of their genitalia.  
“We should take cover,” he said. She sat up beside him, leaning toward him slightly to 
feel his warmth. He turned, so his face was very close to hers, the musty, male scent of him 
wafting over her. She felt surprised when he asked, “would you like to join me in my tent for a 
while?” 
When they’d adjusted their sleeping bags in the tent, listening to the slap of fat raindrops 
against the fly, Downy surprised her again by hugging her and pulling her body into his, so her 
face pressed into his neck. She wondered if the sudden boldness came in response to the cloaca 
comment—had he not considered the possibility of losing his human maleness? She closed her 
eyes and breathed in the smell of him, letting her body thaw into desire, feeling a great, warm, 




deeply rooted to physicality and unhindered by it, as if the edges of her, her skin, fused with the 
air. She felt the nerves of the storm crashing around them inside her flesh, the fragrance of rain 
mingling with the scent of Downy, each close bolt of lightning throwing more electricity into her 
soft tissues. When he kissed her, it took her a moment to find her lips amid all that voltage, and 
fleetingly, she resented the intrusion, even as her lips pressed against his urgently, willing her 
mind away from the momentum building within her nervous system, to a realm of pure sensation 
and no thought, which carried her into the pulse of the storm as Downy pulled away from her 
lips to sing for her his unpracticed song. 
 She had the sense, as she lay afterward beneath him, listening to the quiet patter of a 
gentler rain on against the Gortex of the tent, stroking his feathers with her fingertips as he went 
soft inside her—for indeed, his sexual organ remained that of a man, no cloaca yet—of having 
copulated with bird, storm, and man alike, and she felt planted with seeds of an unfathomable 














CHAPTER 9: BLAME 
Northern New Mexico, mid-July 
He hunted swooping along the curve of her cliff imposing red expanse of her, searching—fat 
lizards to impress her!—they scuttled away, they saw his shadow diving for holes in the warm 
earth life crevices low in her body where now he saw her fur—now she stood tall on four legs 
sturdy shoulders and supple haunches her broad black nose glistening in the sun he alight on a 
mesquite and waited—diving when he saw the motion of a careless horny toad landing so his bill 
crushed nape snapping spine relishing the sensation of twitching in his grasp her earthen eyes 
upon him his cache—imperfect design he needed more many so the spiral of fat prickled bodies 
dehydrating would please her 
Downy woke suddenly with the urge to sing, the mild dawn song of a few tired padres 
and disappointed—or was it hopeful? —bachelors announcing dawn. In a moment, he adjusted 
to his time and place, swallowing—for now—his music. On her belly, sleeping beside him, lay 
Ash, with her head facing away from him, a slight smile on her face. The sleeping bag they’d 
tossed unzipped over them had shifted off her as they slept, so it covered only her left half where 
her side touched Downy. Her body was long and gently curved, soft but not excessively so, the 
ink vertebrae stretching from the base of her spine all the way up her neck, all fine lines and 
skillful shading. Her ass, as expected, was covered in a fine fuzz of a hair and firm as an almost-
ripe peach. He thought of touching it but didn’t wish to wake her.  
 He watched her sleep for a while, and took stock of the morning, feeling happy but 
slightly shell-shocked, as if he had undergone some major event—open-heart surgery or a car 
crash that should have killed him—and come out unscathed, feeling curiously clear and at peace. 




which was that Ash wanted him. He reasoned with himself that—according to the most recent 
theories of evolution—female subjectivity played a large role in what traits were deemed 
attractive and therefore passed on. It didn’t matter if his genes were good, so long as a female—
in this case Ash—found the manifestation of those genes erotic. Into his mind sprung an image 
of Ash, holding an altricial infant in her arms, a wide bill emerging from its otherwise human 
head, a few tufty feathers poking out of the top of its skull and its wrinkled, newborn pink chest, 
which had human nipples—he stopped himself, feeling his groin stir at the thought of creating 
such a creature with Ash and a rise of panic at the thought that he might have impregnated her. 
No, he told himself, firmly. He would check with Ash about birth control when she woke—he 
had been so carried away by the moment, the pleasure of letting his bird and human minds meld 
into one delicious, primal physical experience, that he’d come inside of her without thinking. 
Twice—again when they’d half woken to copulate in the night. 
 A hint of the dread which had dogged him for the past few weeks, despite his best efforts 
to suppress it, crept back into his guts. Ash adjusted herself in her sleep, murmuring slightly, 
poking one of her feet out of the sleeping back to expose a high, brown arch. She could have 
been a ballet dancer, he thought, with those feet.  
 The kekking of a nearby American Kestrel shifted his mind, for a moment, into the 
comfort listing. American Kestrel. Chipping Sparrow. Canyon Towhee. Spotted Towhee. 
Goddamn Fucking Eurasian Collared-Dove.  
 What if his penis did transform into a cloaca? The thought had sent him into such a panic 
the previous evening that his need to exert his human-maleness had overcome his uncertainty 
about Ash’s feelings toward him—which had gone well—but the discomfort generated by the 




Wings might not be so bad, but what about growing skinny scaled legs and bird feet? He didn’t 
like that idea at all.  
 There was also the matter of how he had come to be this way, this shrike way. He hadn’t 
lied to Ash when he told her he had no idea how his feathers had come to pass, not exactly, but 
the question had brought up a strange uncertainty in him, as if he’d forgotten something 
important, something that might answer the question of why. It had to do with the fuzzy years 
during his adolescence, when Mom had taken him and Mossy away from New Mexico—away 
from unfaithful Dad—to join Ra and his followers in Utah. He wished he could remember those 
years more clearly.  
 Mossy had once offhandedly said to him that the trouble with trauma was when a person 
couldn’t deal with it right away, when it got stashed in fat cells and the back corners of a mind 
for later, sometimes it got lost. So, when a person felt ready to excise the trauma, or when they 
needed to unravel an associated mystery hidden inside themselves, they could no longer 
specifically find it. But of course, trauma never really never went away. It just became free-
floating, fused to the rest of a personality, so it impacted everything. He’d thought Mossy spoke 
about her own experience then, the shit she’d gone through during that time—which even 
thinking of now, in passing, made rage bubble into his throat, so he wanted to smash 
something—but he saw now that the lesson applied to him. Maybe he had stashed trauma 
somewhere he couldn’t find it, maybe his mind had locked it up somewhere so secure he’d never 
find it, and—maybe, maybe—he needed to access it now to understand what was happening to 





He sat up, as gently as possible moving the sleeping bag off himself, trying not to wake 
Ash, wanting to walk, maybe call Mossy.  
 He threw on a fresh pair of jeans—his quick dry pants, he thought, probably had glochids 
in them still. He might have to throw them out; he’d lost a couple pairs of pants to glochids in the 
past—and jotted a note for Ash, thinking she’d be surprised to learn that he owned a pair of 
jeans. Gone walking, be back by ten. After a pause he added, I really enjoyed last night, and 
thanks for your help with the cactus. He underlined really as an after-thought.  
He hiked up on the north Mesa lining Mescalero Canyon to see if he could get service to 
call Mossy. He wasn’t sure exactly what she could do for him, but he wanted to tell someone 
about Ash. There was also, of course, the matter of the feathers, the singing, the shrike-ness. He 
owed Mossy an explanation; plus, maybe she remembered something he’d forgotten, something 
that would open the chambers of memory. She seemed to remember everything about the family 
that the rest of them forgot. Maybe he would ask her.  
 After a fifteen minutes of weaving his way through juniper and pinon, climbing up and 
down off boulders, holding his phone in front of him and squinting, trying to find a signal, he 
located a single bar and—before he could receive the inevitable onslaught of messages from his 
boss, Lee, and Mossy, and his mother, and whoever else remeberd he existed, that he’d received 
in the six days since he’d left cell service—called Mossy.  
 “You’re an asshole,” she said, by way of a greeting.  
 “Sorry.”  
 “Your apology doesn’t mean anything, but okay.” She sounded deflated, and at the sound 
of her tired voice some of his desire to talk to her vanished. Talking to Mossy could be so hard; 




boulder he stood on, positioned so he could see the canyon, his and Ash’s camp looking like it 
belonged to a model landscape, tiny. He raised his binoculars to see if Ash had woken—it had 
surprised him that she didn’t wake up when he left—but it seemed like she hadn’t. A pair of 
Mountain Chickadees alighted in the nearest juniper, heckling him curiously.  
 “What’s up?” Mossy asked, after a long moment of silence, “to what do I owe the 
stupendous, unexpected pleasure of your call?” He ignored her sarcasm, considering what to tell 
her first, and decided upon the good news.   
 “I had sex with my coworker.”  
 “Good for you!” Her voice sounded a little perkier now. She always liked to hear about 
his sex life—never the details, that squicked her out, but how he felt about it. “Did you enjoy 
yourself?”  
“I did.” He considered what else to tell her. After a long pause, she relieved him of the 
necessity to expand upon his feelings.  
“What about the feathers?” she asked. “You never sent me the picture I asked for. I’ve 
been super worried.” The reproach in her voice was light, as if she was trying not to scare him 
off.  
 “She saw them. They’re there.”  
 “What?”  
 “They’re there.” Another long pause; Downy could feel Mossy wrestling with herself 
through the phone, although regarding what, he couldn’t be certain. Clearly, she really hadn’t 
believed him when he told her he had feathers, which somewhat explained the irritating barrage 
of text messages she’d sent him in the past couple of weeks—most of which he hadn’t read.  




 “It didn’t seem to.”  
 “Okay. That’s good I guess.” The tone of her voice made his gut clench a bit in 
anticipation of a tough question ahead. When the question came, it surprised him in its 
banality—he’d thought she’d present a tighter hook.  
 “Do you…are you…what are you going to…how do you?” She couldn’t seem to figure 
out which way she wanted the words to come.  
 “What am I going to do?” A single Solenopsis ant—he thought anyway, he was shit with 
ants, but the shape and colors seemed about right—picked a deliberate path across the boulder 
towards his leg, carrying a large piece of something whitish.  
 “Yes.”  
 “I’m going to keep living my life.” He leaned closer to the ant, trying to figure out what it 
carried.  
 “What do you mean you’re going to keep living your life? Can you be more explicit what 
parts of your life you’re talking about?”  
 “It’s just feathers.” The words sounded ridiculous once they hit the air. The ant was 
carrying what looked like a chunk of tuna, fresh out of a can and glistening. 
 “Don’t be dense.” Downy rolled his eyes at the canyon below him; dense was a word 
their mother liked to use.  
 
Mossy sat cross-legged in her garden, her butt soaking up moisture from the dirt, feeling like 
someone had just smacked her across the face a few times, wondering what to say.  
 “I mean, what do you recommend I do?” Mossy lifted a dirty thumb from the garden and 




of thing she wondered? No. She’d never heard of a person randomly growing animal parts 
before. Her head ached. She’d been having bad nightmares for the first time since she was a 
teenager since their mother’s fits started. For better or worse, she couldn’t remember many of the 
details. She wanted to tell Downy about the dreams, and about the ghosts Mom had been kicking 
around Central Iowa, but she doubted he would stay on the line to hear. 
 “I’m not sure. Can you…tell me more about what’s happening?” She tried to keep her 
voice light and warm, nonthreatening; she didn’t want to scare him off. The silence at the other 
end of the line stretched on and on, but she forced herself to wait, to let him move at his own 
desert tortoise pace. Pulling her now-bleeding thumb back out of her mouth, she continued 
wrenching hopeful but unwanted plants from her garden, piling them up in front of her. 
 “Mossy, do you know if Ra ever…” At the name, guilty dread bloomed like a fast-
moving cancer, rushing from her throat up into her head and plunging down into her stomach. 
“Did he ever…? I’m sorry to bring it up, but you knew him be…” Downy stopped mid-word, 
seeming unwilling to finish the sentence. You knew him better than me. “I mean…I know you 
were just a kid, and it was a long time ago, but…”  
 It had been just over fifteen years. Now that he brought it up, she felt foolish for not 
thinking of it herself. Mossy moved herself into a squatting position, yanking bindweed from the 
ground savagely. What were the chances of Downy and their mother evoking Ra in the same 
month, after years of avoiding his name like toxic waste? Her ears rang. No one had asked her 
about Ra in a long time, and she’d done her best not to think about him or what had happened, 
even though the taint of it still infected her whole life.  
 Her parent’s marriage must have been going bad for a long time before Ava left their 




one of those personalities where her desire for the mystical was never satiated, and she’d thought 
that rebelling against her nice Midwestern upbringing and marrying a drug-dealing hippy would 
be enough to break her of her longing for something more, and it just hadn’t. Either way, when 
Ra and the Rising had come through Santa Fe, Ava had gone to one of their recruitment talks, 
and four months later Mossy and Downy found themselves in the compound in Utah, being 
followed everywhere by an adult.  
 “What do you remember?” she asked Downy, eventually.  
 “Almost nothing. When I try it’s like trying to remember the details of a night of heavy 
drinking.” Mossy knew that feeling; most of the last five years felt that way to her, a strange, 
aching blur, filled with moments she knew she should remember to feel guilty about, but 
couldn’t. It was hard to say whether the drinking perpetuated the guilt or not, but she felt 
eternally grateful to booze for its erasure properties—she only wished it could erase the 
memories from the time before she drank. “I guess I remember that R—that he started bringing 
kids up to his rooms, and that there was that lab in the compound, but I can’t remember if he 
ever…if I ever…”  
 “Got called upstairs?” Mossy asked, flatly. This was what she remembered: that Ra’s 
special room, where he’d gone to do his “holy” work, was filled with microscopes and thin glass 
tubes. That he’d stored all his ejaculate in vials in a freezer that he kept in his bedroom closet. 
That, when he’d lost interest in her, he’d started calling other children upstairs to “help” him 
with his work. But Mossy couldn’t remember Ra ever taking an interest in Downy. He’d been 
male, after all, and at fourteen a teenager already. The thought that this situation might somehow 
relate back to the Rising seemed preposterous. 




 “I don’t remember,” Downy said, “I can’t remember. But I can’t think of anything else 
that might have led to…this isn’t possible, Mossy.” But clearly it was—unless he was 
hallucinating and lying about Ash.  
 “Will you please send me a photo?” She lay on her back, flanked on one side by towering 
purple cabbage plants and on the other side tomatoes, letting the moisture for the dirt soak into 
her back, staring up at the sky. “Right now?” Before she dove deeper into the quagmire, she 
needed to be sure that what she faced wasn’t a delusion.  
 “Okay.” Downy sounded hesitant. “I think I can get an angle that works well enough. I 
can also wait until later when A—”  
 “Right now, Downy.” She didn’t want to risk him getting distracted and forgetting—or 
avoiding—to call her back for another week or ten days, while she stewed in her own shit, which 
would be even riper now that he’d asked her about Ra.  
 “Okay.” Her phone beeped twice and hung up.   
   
He stared at his phone for a moment after he hung up, feeling the familiar acid drip in his 
stomach, before he started unbuttoning his shirt. The sun had risen above the mountains to the 
east to beat down upon him. He turned so his back faced the sun--so the camera wouldn’t--and 
positioned his finger over the snap button, before awkwardly reaching behind himself, trying to 
keep his finger from slipping off the trigger. After a couple of botched tries, he got a photo that 
he thought showed most of his back.  
 He could feel his face burning in the morning sun; he’d left his hat at camp. A thick drop 
of sweat rolled down his right cheek. Shielding the screen from the sun, so he could see his 




which he’d dropped out of his truck months ago, was a hazard; earlier in the month, several 
chunks of glass had fallen off the top to reveal the hidden machinery below, and occasionally 
now, when he turned it on, the screen turned funny colors and pixelated or flashed for a few 
minutes before calming down enough that he could use it.  
When he found a photo that seemed to show most of his back, he carefully zoomed in on 
the feathers, making sure they were in focus. Seeing his feathered back through the lattice of 
cracked glass felt surreal, and for a moment he had the sense that he’d floated outside of himself 
to watch himself through a screen. He had not seen the feathers before. The image seemed at 
once strangely normal to him, like something he might find on Reddit during the winter months, 
when he tended to get sucked down deep internet rabbit holes. He reached behind his back and 
touched his feathers, tentatively, trying to verify the image for himself, ground it. He tapped the 
share icon and texted it to Mossy, wondering if he could somehow have dreamed the past two 
months, if this was the moment where things finally got so strange, he woke up.  
 As he waited for Mossy to call him back, he considered turning off his phone and 
walking back down to camp, forgetting that he’d ever asked her about Ra. What had he been 
thinking, bringing up something so sensitive? Mossy had been molested by the man and then 
blamed for it by their mother for the past fifteen years; it was hardly a gentle subject. And what 
could Ra have possibly done to him? To the best of his knowledge, only CRISPR only had the 
potential to modify embryos. He’d been a young teenager when Ava dragged them to Utah; even 
if Ra had been experimenting with gene editing technologies, it seemed unlikely that he could 
have done this to Downy. It had been fifteen years since their brief sojourn in Utah. Even if Ra 
had tried to edit his genes, why would it take so many years for the changes to manifest? It didn’t 




 “Well, there do appear to be feathers on your back,” Mossy said, by way of a greeting.  
 “Yeah. Look, Mossy, I’m sorry I brought up…that thing.” He wiped a bead of sweat 
from the side of his face with the back of the hand not holding the phone. “I was just thinking 
about it while I waited for you to call back, and it doesn’t…I don’t think it makes sense with the 
technologies, even if,” for some reason he couldn’t bring himself to say the name, “even if he 
was messing with genetics--”  
 “He was, haven’t you read the police reports?” Her voice sounded deadly calm, which 
worried him; Mossy excelled in disaster, but as soon as it passed—or as soon as whatever 
immediate pressure she felt she needed to keep it together for passed—she tended to veer off into 
a scary, out of control place where she lost track of reason.  
 “Yeah, but even still, I don’t think you can modify a complex organism like a human 
once they’re an adult. I think you need an embryo. Also, CRISPR wasn’t nearly as well 
controlled as it is now back in the early 2000s.”   
 “Downy I hate to contradict you, because I know you’re trying to make me feel better, 
but I just Googled it.”  
 “What?”  
 “Whether or not you can modify a grown person.”  
 “And?”  
 “Well, I only had time to scan one article, but it seems like it’s possible, if imprecise.” 
Downy’s heartrate accelerated. Why hadn’t he Googled this himself? It seemed stupid in 
retrospect; the feathers had come so out of nowhere that he hadn’t thought of it. “And R—he was 




 “Yup. Or something of that nature.” Downy’s sunburn was worsening but for the 
moment, he didn’t care. “The police report, remember? And all the newspaper articles about it 
afterwards? And fucking court? Yeah, I’m sure Downy.”  
 
Mossy, still laying on her back, took deep calming breathes through her nose and tried to stay 
present in the conversation, even though she knew she was fully an idiot, practically to blame for 
whatever was happening. She might have been the person closest to Ra when he started his 
experiments. Why hadn’t it occurred to her that Downy might not only have been telling the 
truth about the feathers, but that they might be sourced back to Ra? Occam’s razor; the simplest 
explanation must be the correct one. Ra had been messing with genetics; it had been the thing 
that had taken charges of sexually assaulting minors to the next level—not perverted, really 
perverted. Perverted enough to alter something as sacrosanct and holy as the human genome—
that’s what the public eventually said.  
Perverted enough to get off on injecting a teenaged boy full of avian DNA? She still 
didn’t believe it at some level, because Ra had never seemed like the kind of guy who would 
force something like that on someone, but how else could Downy have come to have feathers on 
his back? Ra had always claimed that whatever he was doing in that room was to fight the evil 
forces at loose in the world. It seemed a little farfetched to think that turning a boy into a 
gigantic, carnivorous bird was really in the best interests of humanity.  
 “Do you have any other symptoms?” she asked, trying to keep the panic out of her voice, 
knowing Downy was skittish. She needed to get as much information from him as possible 




least he’d retreat so deep inside himself he became impossible to access, became like an 
inanimate object, more stone than man. “Have you eaten any more lizards?”  
 He had been silent for too long. Mossy swung her head to her right and stared at the base 
of the tomato plant. It was stalky and knotted, covered in fine hairs that looked moist, shiny. She 
breathed, and breathed, and breathed. How could something without any bones hold up as much 
weight as this fruit-laden rainbow cherry tomato?  
 “Yes.” There was more; she could hear it in his voice—the unspoken details. The smell 
of wet garden soil soaked the air around her, laced with the bright acid odor of the tomato plant. 
“I sang yesterday.”  
 “You sang?”  
 “An imitation of a Loggerhead Shrike song.” Pause, before, “and last night, when Ash 
and I had sex.”  
 “You sang while you were having sex?”  
 “No…Just before.” She stifled the urge to laugh, reminding herself that this might be 
partially her fault. Not funny; serious.  
 “Foreplay?” She couldn’t help it.  
 “Yes.” Tomato plants were mildly toxic, but their fruits were sweet and delicious.  
 “It’s just instinctual when you sing?”  
 “I don’t know; I can’t remember.” She tried to picture Ra’s lab in her mind’s eye; she’d 
been in there only twice. Once, they’d made love—he’d lifted her onto a countertop between 
microscopes. The other time, it had been after he told her to stop coming upstairs at night, and 
she had started wanting revenge. But she remembered nothing of interest, just a square room 




allowed in the house).  
 “Have you eaten anything besides lizards? Are the feathers spreading at all? Do you have 
a plan for what you’re going to do about this?” Too many questions at once.  
 “Yeah, I’ve eaten a couple of mice and chipmunk and some other stuff.” She didn’t ask 
what else, let him have some space to answer her other questions, but he stayed silent. She 
sensed that the period of him talking had ended. She sat up, digging her toes it the wet garden 
dirt for grip.  
 “Downy, from everything I just read online you might…you don’t know what’s going to 
happen with this. It seems very difficult to predict what will happen when a new gene gets 
introduced into pre-existing organism, rather than a fetus.” She paused to let him speak, but he 
didn’t, so she continued. “You don’t know what’s happening to you. You have no idea how this 
is going to progress. You’re showing strange behaviors, and you have feathers on you back. This 
could be fatal, Downy.” She paused, wishing she didn’t have to say the final thing she felt like 
she needed to say. “You have to go to a doctor, Woodpecker.” Long silence.  
 “I’m fine. You saw them. They’re not that bad—not all the way up my neck or anything, 
nothing major. It doesn’t seem to be getting worse or anything.” The falsely cheerful quality of 
his tone made her think he was lying.  
 “They’re feathers! What if the gene starts attacking your legs, or your spine—”  
 “I’ll be fine. It’s not that bad. Calm down.”  
 “I am calm, don’t be condescending.” She snapped a yellowing leaf off the nearest 
tomato plant aggressively. Goddamn him.  
 “I’m not being condescending.” How could he be so dense?  




 “I guess I better have a lot of sex now.” He sounded weirdly, maddeningly calm, which 
meant he was in denial. She knew him.  
 “What about your brain? You’re a fucking hypochondriac, aren’t you afraid for your 
brain? You won’t even do fucking drugs! Downy, this is serious, you have to go to a doctor.”  
 “Thanks for your help; I have to go.” No, no, no, no, no, no. “I really don’t think it could 
have been…him, Moss, it’s been fifteen years. I’m sorry I asked about him. It’s ridiculous to 
think something that happened half my life ago could have any impact on right now. I’m sorry I 
upset you.” He sounded like a robot. His attention had left her.  
 “No! It makes sense, I’m sorry I didn’t believe you the first time—I wish you sent me—"  
 “Moss, I’m getting super sunburned, I have to go. I love you. Bye.” Her phone beeped 
twice and then went silent. She threw it viciously at the ground.  
 “Shit!”  
 
Ash sat naked with her feet in the creek, enjoying the current pulling tiny particles of sand and 
clay across the surface of her feet. Even after a cooler night, the water remained warm enough to 
adjust to quickly, and she thought later, if the sun held and another storm didn’t flood the creek, 
she’d hike up to the box and go swimming in the pools, an idea which had always appealed to 
her conceptually, but had been physically uninviting due to poor conditions (massive algae 
blooms and the risk of flash floods). She was re-reading a falling apart copy of her favorite 
Sherri S. Tepper novel, Grass, which she hadn’t read in a couple of years. When her father had 
first given it to her in her childhood, she’d found the first third of the novel dull, a slow plod 
through what she now recognized as world-building. Now, she found the descriptions of the 




depictions of planet Earth in literary fiction. Something about the novel kept her moored, 
ethically, in what she valued in a way that few other novels did.  
 Of course, there was also that matter of the heroine, Marjorie, in her quest for the truth, 
and herself, amid conflict, falling in love with an alien—a simply rendered, complex being 
whose existence merged the cerebral and the sensual into something exquisitely erotic. It was 
one of Ash’s favorite love stories, and it felt like the right thing to revisit this morning. Part of 
her wanted to call someone and tell them about her personal sci-fi adventure—Dad or Huck 
maybe, or her best friends from college, Tashi and Seymore. But, although Downy had not asked 
her to keep the feathers a secret, she knew that she should.  
 Her vagina felt achy from use, her body tired and filled with lingering endorphins. The 
sex had been good, better than anticipated, exciting in a manner she associated with voyeurism 
and sexual play that involved deliberate distortion of power dynamics. What could be more 
transgressive than fucking a man with feathers? Plus, intercourse seemed to bring the bird close 
to the surface in Downy without eliminating the man, so the act gained a wild, visceral 
immediacy.  
 Another clear benefit of becoming lovers with Downy was the ability to spend her days 
naked, and right now, because he’d gone off walking somewhere hours ago, their new found 
intimacy presented a good reason to read naked in the sun with her feet in the creek in the middle 
of the morning. The rain had flushed the worst of the biting flies, the all the recent moisture 
seemed to have brought the desert roaring to life. Freshly-sprouted, tiny forbs carpeted the 
ground between cacti and juniper, transforming the desert floor from brown to electric green.  
  Just as she’d started considering a nap beneath the lone deciduous tree in camp—a 




footsteps crunching towards her. His face was crimson with sunburn, and he looked somber, 
although a smile flickered around the edges of his mouth when he looked her full in the face. His 
shirt was open, his chest glistening with sweat. Leaning down, he kicked off his sneakers and 
pulled off his socks, preparing to sit beside her. When his feet hit the water, he moaned with 
appreciation. She smiled.   
 “Do you want to walk up canyon and go swimming in the pools?” she asked, 
impulsively.  
 “God yes!”  
 
“Are you on birth control?” He asked her, as they walked, barefoot, up the center of the creek to 
keep their bare feet cool and safe from cactus. He’d grabbed his hat from the car, so his face was 
shaded, and, though still naked, she carried a cotton summer dress under one arm.  
 “I have an IUD.” The gurgle of the creek sliding over and around rocks soothed her; it 
was a kinetic, living sound. Downy let out an audible sigh of relief. He seemed tense. “You think 
I would have let you come inside me if I didn’t, bird man?” 
 “I came inside you without knowing.”  
 “Yes, well, you’re a man; worrying about pregnancy isn’t as immediate for you as it is 
for me.” She let the edge she felt carry through her voice. As they entered the box canyon, a 
Black Phoebe alighted on a blooming mullein ahead of them, the velvety black of the bird’s back 
contrasting sharply with the yellow flowers. They were entering its territory; fortunately, Ash 
thought, the phoebes should be done nesting by now.  




 “Do you think it’s a fledge?” She stopped, nodding at the phoebe. Instead of answering, 
Downy ran his forefinger down her spine, over her tattoo, making her shiver a little.  
 “You’re going to be sunburned later,” he observed. “Like me.” He felt off to her 
somehow, not completely present.  
 “Where’d you go this morning?” They rounded the bend to the pool. “Never mind, tell 
me once we’re in!” She started running toward the pool, the large pebbles mixed into the sand 
pressing into her feet in a way that felt both painful and pleasant. The sound of multiple phoebes 
calling punctuated her progress. She did a shallow dive into the water as soon as it was open 
water in front of her and came up refreshed a moment later. The flood had flushed out the pool; 
water reached almost all the way up to her neck.  
 Downy kicked off his pants and dove in after her, emerging from the water beside her, 
grinning. “Nowhere in particular,” he said, shaking water from his hair. “I just felt like walking; I 
needed to think.” He put his hands on her waist. “Can I lie you on your back and carry you 
around the pool?”  
 She stared up at the immense desert sky, the toothed pink curves of the canyon walls 
contrasting sharply with the ineffable blue, wondering if she should pick at Downy’s reticence, 
his distant mood. It seemed like too much work. She moved her eyes to him, where he stood 
beside her, his sunburned face bright against his messy blond hair. “Sure,” she said. “Shall I first 








CHAPTER 10: HABITAT LOSS 
Central Iowa, late July 
When Mossy got off the phone with Downy, she drove her rickety old Honda Civic to the nearest 
convenience store that sold 750ml bottles of El Jimador reposado without washing her hands. 
She opened the bottle on the way home, taking three long pulls from it, relishing the acid burn to 
her guts, and the warm, numbing sensation that crept through her veins almost instantly, 
separating her from her panic.  
 When she got home, she drank another third of the bottle, lying on the couch listening to 
Allison Kraus’s album Forget About It and staring at the wall where she’d hung all of her 
favorite, most upbeat paintings, trying to block all her thoughts, but no good. What if Ra was the 
source of Downy’s feathers? What if, in her uniquely close position to Ra, she could have 
prevented him from doing whatever he did? What if whatever was happening to Downy killed 
him? Eventually, she stood up, carrying the bottle of tequila, and taped a piece of watercolor 
paper to her kitchen table. She would paint about her situation. Maybe it would help her ask 
better questions of her memory, take her somewhere more productive.   
 She squeezed two dollops of paint—Prussian blue and coal black—onto a small, cracked 
white china plate that she’d lifted from her mother’s trash, and began to render the sloppy outline 
of a man standing, hunched. The paint bled across the wet page, bloating and distorting the 
figure, making the paper world gray; she craved the dark, obscuring colors. She couldn’t decide 
whether the man was Ra or Downy, so she painted with both in mind—Ra through the colors and 
Downy through the form, which, after the first layers of paint dried, she began to outline more 




 Allison Krause wailed quietly: Are you leaving/are you going/did you think you could 
lose that feeling/without me knowing?    
 Years ago, when she knew Ra in the flesh, she would have painted him golden, the sort 
that came from light and not pigment. She would have rendered him as a being of fire, a burning 
star like the Egyptian Sun God he’d chosen to name himself after. Now, she could only bring 
him into focus in darkness, but she felt unsure whether that was because he’d always belonged to 
the shadows, or because hindsight and the whispers of people and propriety had transformed him 
into a wraith.  
Could he have done something to Downy? How else could the feathers have come to 
pass? Did she know either Downy or Ra at all?  
She took another glug of tequila, thinking about getting up for a glass of water, but 
instead squeezing some shiny silver paint onto the plate.  
Could be nothing to what an empty heart must feel/tell me what an empty heart must feel, 
Krause warbled.  
 Painting silver scales onto the muscular legs of the hunched birdman before her, she 
traced the version of Ra who lived always in her mind back in time. She’d read about his death 
online a few years ago, in her early twenties, when—as she had a few times since the arrest—
she’d Googled his name. Former cult leader dies of drug overdose in Tulsa, Oklahoma, the 
headline had read, following early parole for good behavior. The article went on to identify the 
source of the O.D. as heroin; apparently, Ra—birth name Carter Stevens—had been out of prison 
less than a week when he died. As she read, guilt and shame and twisted through her body, and 
she’d made herself imagine it: Ra, alone in a cheap motel room in an oil state, abandoned by his 




 She squeezed a blob of lemon yellow directly onto the top right corner of her painting, 
and, wetting a small square brush liberally, pulled the light pigment towards the dark, hunched, 
winged shape, covering the gray which bled from her first wet conception of the man. The 
yellow did not remove the darkness, but it changed it.  
 Mossy still couldn’t remember if Downy had been among the group of Risen children 
who Ra had shown an interest in, and she could hardly remember now what had really happened. 
When he’d begun to bring other kids into his room, what had gone on? She’d never been allowed 
in. She remembered only the feeling of betrayal, and dimly, somewhere in her body, the 
sensation of his rough fingers running the length of her naked body—neck, spine, buttocks, all 
the way down to the arches of her feet.  
 She selected a tiny, fine-tipped brush and reinforced the edge of the birdman, where the 
yellow met him, in bright red, blending it into the yellow. Did Ra do something to Downy? What 
do you know Mossy? What do you know? Are you to blame for this? Are you?  
 She took two large pulls on the tequila; it was almost half gone. If she didn’t have such a 
high tolerance, she’d be annihilated; either way, the afternoon was still young—a bit early for 
having consumed half a bottle of tequila. She would pay, but right now everything felt warm, 
blurred, a million miles away, like she was watching the catastrophe through a telescope, and she 
didn’t care so much about later.    
She needed to talk to her mother. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember 
anything useful. Really, what she needed to do was get ahold of the other people who had spent 
portions of their childhood in the Rising, but she didn’t know how to do that without first talking 
to Ava. She had known none of their real names, had never taken the time to form—or try and 




from her friends in New Mexico, too focused on her seduction of Ra—her source of power, the 
only outlet she had from feeling like a caged animal—and she had dismissed the other children 
who had been there longer than her as weak-willed and pathetic.  
She needed to speak to her mother. What else could she do?  
 
She woke two nights later with a flash of insight. The impaling behavior—she knew it! The past 
several winters, a lone Northern Shrike had occupied a barbed-wire enclosed pasture down the 
street. She’d looked the bird up online when she discovered it impaling a small mouse on a wire 
barb one day, after visiting it several days in a row on her daily walk, captivated by its 
aggressively present vibe. She tapped her phone off airplane mode and navigated to the picture 
Downy had sent her, squinting in the darkness. The feathers on Downy’s back were practically 
identical, color-wise, to those on Northern Shrikes, although of course much larger. The 
connection seemed a bit tenuous—Downy was, after all, a man—but the impaling behavior also 
matched that of shrike. Mossy had a lead.  
 
She couldn’t bring herself to speak to her mother several weeks, and no online research she did 
got her any closer to an explanation for Downy turning into a bird that made any sense. So, as 
she worked herself up to speak to Ava, and Downy’s silence continued, she drank, and tried the 
only other thing she could immediately think of: searching for shrikes. So, she bought a field 
guide, thinking Downy would be pleased, and learned that in summer, Loggerhead Shrikes 
replaced Northern Shrikes in central Iowa. Downy had used eBird, the online citizen-scientist 




one another, for years, and Mossy used the site’s “recent sightings” function to try and locate a 
Loggerhead Shrike.  
But she couldn’t find a single one; Loggerhead Shrikes, it appeared, were in dramatic 
decline in Iowa. The eBird lead having failed her, she took to Google Scholar, where she found a 
paper by an Iowa State ecologist, which claimed that the cause of the alarming ninety-five 
percent decline in nesting Loggerhead Shrikes in Iowa needed further study, but was suspected 
to relate to habit loss in both their breeding and winter ranges, and possibly the spraying of 
biocides—explanations which all seemed fairly obvious to Mossy.  
 She read everything she could find on shrike behavior and biology voraciously, finding 
herself particularly engaged by documentation of shrike relationships. The species, it turned out, 
was socially monogamous—although not sexually monogamous—and male shrikes would go to 
great lengths to please their ladies. One shrike, in Big Bend National Park, was noted to have 
arranged twenty-two horny toads decoratively on a yucca as an act of seduction. Males also fed 
females and danced for them during courtship, and during nest building and child-rearing phases 
of partnership, the male supported the female in her matronly duties by bringing her nesting 
materials to construct the nest and feeding her while she brooded eggs. Basically, male shrikes 
seemed much more attentive partners and fathers than male humans on average. In fact, when 
abandonment occurred, it was typically on the part of a female shrike, who might ditch after 
successfully nesting with one male to go nest with another.  
 
One night, after a serving shift, when she’d taken a couple of shots with Johnny, the bartender, 




thought. “I think I’m meeting a cluster of boring midwestern bros there, and I’m sure they’d all 
love to look at your cleavage if you want to unbutton your shirt one more button.” 
 She wiggled her ears at him and fished around behind the bar for his pack of cigarettes.  
“I might stop by,” she said, pulling a cigarette from the pack. “Hey, can I borrow your 
lighter?” He rolled his eyes and handed it to her. She’d had no social contact besides work and a 
few typically uncomfortable interactions with her mother in the yard the past three weeks, during 
which she’d failed to initiate conversation, and she thought maybe it would do her good to drink 
beer and have inane conversations with boring people, just to give her a break from her own 
mind. Johnny always made her feel safe, at least.  
The bar was loud in a Midwestern way, with at least three televisions playing in every 
room. She took a double shot with Johnny and his friends, and then stood by the cluster of them 
tuning out their conversation as she scanned the room. It was mostly home-grown fair, all one 
breed, soft around the edges wearing hick-tacky, cowboy boots and rhinestones on their pants, 
fake western even though most of these people had never seen a real frontier in their lives, 
nothing wild at all, only corn fields and other soft, squishy white people. She went to the 
bathroom and stared at herself in the mirror.  
“Who are you to judge them?” she asked her tired reflection, wiping a slight hint of 
darkness where her eye makeup had begun to bleed beneath her eyes, making her look slightly 
psychotic. “What has being worldly ever done to benefit you?”  
When she reentered the bar room, she noticed a familiar face at a part of the bar she 
hadn’t been able to see standing with Johnny and his friends—a young man with dark hair, and a 
long, straight nose. It took her a moment to register him as the police officer who’d given her a 




insight; this man drove a car around the county all day every day, knew the backroads well 
enough to know who lived in what house—maybe he’d seen a Loggerhead Shrike. It seemed like 
a long shot—birders were by nature thorough, and she didn’t know why a cop would notice 
something they’d missed even if he did drive the roads more—but she thought it worth a try. 
And besides, she was crawling out of her skin with boredom and anxiety. She doubted Johnny 
and his friends would feel terribly bad about her absence.  
“Hey,” she said, sitting down on the stool next to him, pulling his attention from a screen 
on which a football game played. He waited for a player clutching the football to make it 
halfway down the field and get tackled, before he looked over at her, appraising and guarded, but 
gentle, she thought. His moved slowly, staying on things for longer than most people would feel 
comfortable looking. He covered the rest of her face before he landed on her eyes, where his 
gaze stayed a while.  
“Ms. Stone,” he said. Holding eye contact with him felt sharper than expected. “How can 
I help you?”  
“This is a bar; you don’t have to help me, do you?” He cocked his head at her slightly. He 
wore street clothes, an unoffensive pair of blue jeans and a dark indigo button up shirt covered in 
petite, surprisingly well-drawn orange medusa jelly fish. And Frye boots, which took her aback 
slightly. He wore rural Iowa style cocked, almost post-modern. Iowa pointing itself out.  
“Are you hitting on me?” The question surprised her—Midwesterners usually avoided 
directness at all costs—and so she answered honestly.  
“Not at this point.” The suggestion of a smile slurked1 across his face, vanishing quickly. 
“No, I have a question.”  
                                                 





“Am I keeping you from football?” She’d never converted, but she understood the sport’s 
seriousness for Midwesterners.  
“Yes, but it’s all right. It’s not an important game.” He picked up his beer—an IPA she 
noticed; she hadn’t expected this cop to lean so far toward hipster off-duty—and took two large 
gulps, so his Adam’s apple bulged in his pallid throat.  
 “When you’re driving around the back roads of the county—which is your job, right?” 
She looked at him for clarification; he nodded, taking another large gulp of his beer. “Have you 
ever seen…do you know what a Loggerhead Shrike is?”  
 “I know it’s a bird, ma’am, but I wouldn’t know it if I saw one.”  
 “They hang out on fence posts, and on telephone wires, or at the top of trees, especially 
ones that aren’t that tall—they like perches, close enough to the ground they can see rodents 
make mistakes. Do you know what a Blue Jay looks like?”  
 “Yes ma’am.” He had the beginnings of deep crow’s feet, and a line that would become a 
gully between his eyes, right where his nose met his forehead.  
 “They’re kind of a similar size but stockier maybe, and squatter, with shorter tails and 
black masks, plus a big, honking black bill used for killing—like the kind you’d see on falcon. 
What about an American Kestrel, you know what they look like?”  
 “Kestrels are beautiful,” he acknowledged. This seemed hopeful—he cared enough about 
birds to know at least a few and differentiate between them. It meant he looked, a little.  
 A massive pile up occurred on the football game on the screen, but not once did she catch 
his eyes straying in that direction, which impressed her. “Anyway, Loggerhead Shrikes act kind 




kestrel’s do, but they’re smaller, with gray backs, white bellies,” she rubbed her hand across her 
own stomach to illustrate, and his eyes followed the motion of her hand, “and black bandit 
masks. And they impale things.” He raised his eyebrows slightly.  
 “Impale things? Like rodents?” She gauged his interest as genuine now; she supposed 
people found brutal behavior engaging—American movies proved this.   
 “Yeah. And large insects. And sometimes other smaller birds, like chickadees.” He 
nodded, casting his eyes upward toward the ceiling and letting them wander, in what Mossy 
recognized as active thought.  
 “So, Jay sized, but stalkier, gray, lighter on the belly, with a mask, bird that hangs out the 
same few conspicuous places over and over, or do they move around?” He cast his slow eyes 
back on hers, questioning. He beer was almost gone, and the waiter brought him the tab without 
him asking for it; he was a regular, or maybe this was her cue to wrap up the conversation.  
 “I think they stay still.” Being both passerines and top-level predators, one article she’d 
read about shrikes read, these birds occupy a unique position in the food chain. Downy, her 
brother, the file said, was exhibiting the behaviors of a unique, top level passerine predator, the 
most sophisticated killer of all perching songbirds.  
 “You know,” the cop said, eventually. “I think I may have actually seen a bird that 
matches your description.” A hint of jubilation crept through the—mild—protective armor of 
tequila she wore.  
 “Really?” 
 Johnny appeared behind her right shoulder. “Hey stranger danger gal,” he said, clearly a 
few deep. “Wanna play some ping pong?” Johnny knew she had a soft spot for ping pong. 




 “Johnny, this is a cop. Officer—?” She realized suddenly that she’d forgotten his name. 
She still waited for the cop’s response to her question, and resented Johnny for his shitty timing. 
The cop dropped a ten and a five on his bar bill and stood up, pulling a black hoody that had 
been hanging over his chair on, mussing his thick dark hair.  
 “Schmitz. I have to go,” he said. “I’ve seen the shrike somewhere around 530th and 
Prairie, I think. I’ll take you sometime if you want.”  
“What about tomorrow?” She could take herself, of course, but this cop interested her; 
she hadn’t met someone so present in a long time. She could always return unaccompanied later, 
if they found the bird, and besides, maybe she’d learn something from the cop she didn’t expect.  
“I’ll come for you around 2pm, if that works. That’s when my shift ends.” Searching for 
something predatory in his cat eyes, she identified nothing but bland indifference—or a gift for 
subterfuge.   
“Are you sure you’re good to drive, hombre?” Johnny asked, squinting his unfocused 
eyes at the Schmitz. “You’ve been drinking. At a bar.”  
The off-duty officer rubbed the back of his neck, “I never have more than two drinks out. 
I prefer to drink at home. You might consider it yourself.” He stared at Johnny for a long 
moment, and then turned to Mossy, walking his eyes up of the length of her at his leisurely pace.  
“That fucker has some weird energy,” Johnny said, watching him go. “How do you know 
him?”  
“Just met him now,” she lied, absentmindedly. “And yes, he’s a 
little…unstraightforward.” She felt, for the first time since she’d spoken to Downy, like she had 





Mossy managed to stay sober for the entire morning before officer Schmitz showed up. She’d 
just finished a painting and ripped off the tape to stare at the undifferentiated mass of gloom—all 
she could seem to paint these days—from different angles, when a gentle nock sounded on her 
door.  
 “Give me a minute,” she called, flipping the painting face down on her desk and running 
to open the door. Officer Schmitz, still in uniform, stood on her stoop, a few beads of sweat 
clinging to his upper lip, which looked to have been shaved that morning but already showed a 
hint of stubble.  
 “Hi. Are those uniforms really hot?” she asked, by way of a greeting.  
 “Not insignificantly so.” The suggestion of a smile rippled across his face, extinguishing 
at the corner of his left eyebrow. She wondered if he ever smiled out-right. “It’s also ninety 
degrees out with one hundred percent humidity.” Mossy shuddered.  
 He drove his police cruiser, which took her aback slightly. “Are you allowed to drive 
your cruiser off-duty?” she asked.  
 “Not usually,” he answered, his voice a laconic drawl. “But my truck’s in the shop and 
my boss doesn’t mind, so long as we keep track of mileage.”  
He let her sit in the front seat of the police cruiser, which she found thrilling, and cranked 
the air up high, wiping his upper lip with the back of his hand several times on their drive. 
Though she tried to widen her nostrils subtly in his direction, she could catch no scent of him, 
either natural or artificial. She fought the urge to speak incessantly as they drove, opting instead 
to let a long, moderately uncomfortable silence bloom in the car as they bumped slowly along a 
straight, dusty road between hulking, shiny, voracious geometrical fields of corn, clutching her 




“The corn’s almost ready to start being harvested,” officer Schmitz observed, just as she 
felt the discomfort in the silence grow unbearable. His hands—improbably large, she thought, 
like he could grip a basketball firmly enough to suspend it, one handed, facing the ground—
draped casually across the top of the steering wheel; a man who felt confident in his position. 
She imagined them running across her naked belly, experimentally, finding that she liked the 
idea.  
“Is your family in farming?” she asked him, awkwardly. A thick bead of sweat ran from 
her armpit down the side of her torso, making her shudder a little, and she could feel sweat 
droplets forming on her nose despite the AC.  
“Some of them.”  
Conversation continued like this, intermittent and surface level, for the duration of the 
drive, until they reached a crossroad not far from the Boone River, where a dense hedgerow, 
tracing the course of the power lines above it, collided with a small patch of woods, through 
which a runoff stream, heading toward the Boone, flowed frothy and brown through deeply 
incised banks of exposed topsoil. The officer rolled to a slow stop near the end of the hedgerow, 
a blue house with most of the paint gone just visible above the dense foliage.  
“The farm house that planted the hedgerow is abandoned,” Schmitz offered. “And there 
are a bunch of honey locusts in that area of woods. I been seeing the bird that I think you were 
describing on the power lines right here.” He pointed a long finger at the place where the power 
lines crossed the end of the hedgerow.  
She lifted her binoculars—which Downy had bought her for a birthday gift, years ago, 
hoping she might take an interest in birding—and scanned, reciting as she did so some of what 




makes sense. I read that Loggerhead Shrikes like areas with mixed vegetation—more habitat for 
their prey, and more area for them to nest and perch.” She finished scanning the powerline and 
moved her binoculars to the trees. “Damn, those locusts are—I see impaled stuff!” Fifty feet 
back from the road, stood a massive honey locust, its trunk an imposing tangle of lethal spines, 
some as long as eight inches. About half way up the tree, a cluster of partially dehydrated and 
dismembered mice hung. She moved her binoculars up the tree, slowly, searching for movement.  
“You said shrikes impale their prey?” The genuine interest she had observed in him the 
previous evening was audible in his voice again.  
“Yup. Do you want to see?” She offered him her binoculars. 
“I tossed a pair in the trunk. Do you mind if I get out and grab them?”  
“Go for it.” He moved like a cat she thought, improbably silent as he stalked to the back 
of his car in heavy boots.  
“I see one!” he called, right as he shut the trunk. “Bird, right size. Go left, to the littlest 
honey locust, the one closest to us. It just landed at the top.”  
And there it was, not thirty feet away, black wings, gray back, white belly, mask like a 
thief who comes in the night. Small but imposing, the Loggerhead Shrike sat perched at the very 
top of the smallest locust in the grove, perhaps twelve feet above the ground, swaying 
significantly in the slight breeze, using its tail to maintain balance, watching them. The breeze 
lessened the intensity of the muggy, hot day just a bit. The officer moved to stand beside her, 
close enough that she might have felt his heat if it were cold out, but she didn’t, not today; the air 
was too hot and too thick. They both kept their binoculars up, positioned on the shrike.  




“You really think birds think?” The bird, clearly also keeping an eye on the ground, dove 
without warning, hitting the ground before she could register what had happened. It came up out 
of the underbrush a moment later, a tiny garter snake—still wriggling, struggling for life—firmly 
gripped in its mouth. The bird alighted, not quite at the top of the tree but near it, swiftly impaled 
the snake on a spine and pulled it off in a single motion, and then shook it against the tree branch 
energetically, so it slapped floppily. “Is he going to eat it?”  
“I think so.” The shrike faced them, so Mossy found herself feeling oddly as if the shrike 
stared them down. “Do you think it feels like a spectacle, being watched like this? It’s just trying 
to eat.” Still, she kept her binoculars up to her eyes, and so did Schmitz. 
“I don’t think it cares; why would it care? It’s just a bird.”  
Another shrike swooped in, unannounced, landing adjacent to the bird whipping the dead 
snake around, almost close enough that they touched. The first shrike broke eye contact with 
Mossy, and hopped once, turning to face the new arrival, shaking the baby snake corpse in its 
face, so the other bird grabbed ahold of the flopping carcass and tore through its skin and scales 
to its whitish-pink muscle and guts, which spilled out and dangled, glistening shades of moist 
pink.  
“These birds know each other, right?” It alarmed her slightly that Schmitz might truly 
believe birds possessed not individuality, and she felt relieved when, after a pause, he said:  
“No, they definitely know each other.”  
“Right, so they must be conscious in some way, have subjective experiences, and 
preferences.” She couldn’t explain it to him, but the relative awareness of shrikes really mattered 





“I don’t disagree with you, but that’s not how I was raised to think about birds.” They 
watched in silence for a moment. “Although, considering the bird chose to land right in front of 
us, I doubt it minds us watching. If anything, they’re putting on a show for us.” He had a point. 
The first shrike hopped back to its original position, leaving half the snake dangling from its 
mate’s mouth. “Damn, that’s gross. Do you see the snake’s vertebrae poking out there where 
they split that snake?”  
“I do.” The first shrike impaled its half of the snake on a spine and craned its neck out, 
preening the other bird. “Did you know, when shrikes fight—”  
“Why do they fight?” His voice stayed soft and slow even for the interruption. He shifted 
his weight beside her, his binoculars still up. Her arms had begun to ache from holding her own 
binoculars up.  
“Say there’s a dispute over territory. One guy wants to move in on another’s territory. 
There’s a showdown.” Mossy registered Schmitz nodding that he understood out of the corner of 
her eye, so she continued. She’d read about Loggerhead Shrike territorial behavior just that 
morning. “They dance. They dance. They do a series of moves for each other, some tail 
wagging, some wing shakes, and then they bow back and forth for a while, and maybe they 
repeat the whole thing a few times, but eventually one dude admits defeat and leaves.” The 
feeding shrike pulled a long, gleaming, curly intestine from the body of the snake and proceeded 
to eat it. Mossy dropped her binoculars—and her screaming arms.  
“My job would be a lot easier if humans fought that way,” Officer Schmitz observed, 
wryly Mossy thought. He let his binoculars rest, and turned to meet her gaze, his cat’s eyes 




His directness surprised her. She raised her binoculars back up to watch the shrikes again, 
trying to find an answer that she could tell him that was true; she didn’t want to lie to this man. 
She suspected that he was a difficult man to fool, and besides, standing here with him watching 
the shrikes, she felt clearer and more at peace than she had in weeks—less alone.  
 “I…” She wanted to tell Schmitz the truth about why she’d asked him to take her here, all 
of it, to let it spill from her mouth messy and unpracticed, without a thought for the 
consequences. He wouldn’t believe her anyway. “I’ve been doing some research on Loggerhead 
Shrikes—for my brother; he’s a bird nut—and I discovered they’re just about extinct in Iowa, so 
I wanted to…see if I could see one before they’re all gone.”  
 “Why are they going extinct?” Large sweat patches seeped from his armpits nearly to his 
waist; the beige of the police uniform didn’t hide the wetness well—but she still couldn’t smell 
him. Her own armpits felt chaffed under her shirt. 
 “It’s not clearly understood. Habitat loss seems like a plausible explanation—”  
 “What habitat do they prefer?”  
 “This.” She shoved her chin in the direction of the honey locust grove, “mixed 
vegetation, something to impale their prey on, perches that give them a good vantage of a space 
below. Barbed wire fences work, but they’re hardly up in Iowa any more, and with 
monocropping there’s not much for them to utilize. And there’s also some question of what 
impact biocides are having on the birds.”  
 “How close to extinct are they?” He wiped his large hand across his cheek and then 
shook it to get rid of the sweat he’d collected. Strangely, she found the action slightly arousing.  




 Officer Schmitz raised his eyebrows and moved his head back, like he’d been slow-
motion punched in the face by this news.   
 “Yeah, this pair might be among the last native Iowan shrikes.”    
 “What about other places?”  
 “I don’t know as much, but I know they declined 76% across the entire Midwest between 
1966 and 2015, and that several of the subspecies are listed on the Endangered Species List. It’s 
not like it’s uncommon.” The office nodded, pensively.   
 
When they got back to her house, they sat in the driveway for a second. Schmitz left the police 
cruiser running. The cop turned and watched her contemplatively in silence for a while. She got 
the sense that he was considering her, but rather than feel scrutinized, she felt relieved. It had 
been a long time since she felt like someone had looked at her and really seen her.  
 “Do you want to hang out sometime?” he asked her, finally.  
 “What?”  
 “Go look at some more birds or something?” His calm felt contagious, like he poured dirt 
through his eyes into hers, giving her the weight she needed to stay on the ground. She knew it 
probably wasn’t a good idea to say yes—she’d been drinking too much, and her life was a mess 
for a variety of difficult to ignore reasons—but she also wanted to spend more time near this 
enigma of a Midwestern man.   
 “What’s your name?” she asked. “Your first name?”  
 “Paul.” The sweat stains on his pits had not dried; she wondered if—hoped--he was 
nervous. His feline eyes seemed so unnaturally steady. He smiled at her slightly, reaching in 




she could feel the warmth of him, and she thought she caught just a hint of a spicy, earthy odor. 
He handed her the sharpie, the almost-smile dancing around his lips, and presented her with his 
right hand. His fingers were a full inch longer than hers. 
 “Here,” he said. “Why don’t you write your number on my hand?”  
 
Her pulse still raced when she entered her apartment. Feeling energized and alive, she took a 
long drink from the faucet, trying to reorient herself to the emotional slum of her apartment. She 
wanted to chase the officer down and throw herself on him—please, distract me from the chaos 
of it all—maybe see if he wanted to run away someplace where her history and her family 
couldn’t find her.  
 But she knew better than to believe she could escape herself, and at any rate she could 
never abandon Downy. Even if he refused to call her. She needed to channel this energy, this 
momentum, into something productive. She needed to do something different. Luck, she felt, 
might be on her side this afternoon, as it had been last night. Perhaps, a person’s stars changed a 
little at a time.  
 She would use this energy to speak with her mother. Walking to the full-length mirror in 
the corner by her bed, she stared at her flushed, slightly crazy looking reflection. Her hair was a 
frizzy mess, her cheeks flushed a shade of red too dark to be explained by the heat.  
 “Personal hygiene; outfit that she will like; make it about Downy; try not to antagonize 
her; listen carefully and show interest in whatever crazy shit comes out of her crazy fucking 
mouth,” she told her reflection.  
She brushed her teeth vigorously and chose a tasteful pair of dark, well-fitting jeans and a 




something specific that wasn’t company, usually kitchen appliances, but it had been weeks since 
she even spoke with her mother (she’d been avoiding her), and today, she knocked. Ave wore a 
bathrobe—red satin—when she answered the door. The trace of anticipation in her Klonopin 
smoothed face fell as she registered Mossy.  
 “Oh, it’s you. Why did you knock?” Her mother had given up smoking almost ten years 
before, when she got cancer, but Mossy felt a ghost version of Ava light a cigarette as she asked 
the question, leaning herself against the door frame.  
 “I had some…” Mossy swallowed hard. “I wanted to talk.” Her feelings of confidence 
and elation rapidly dispersed.    
 “What on earth do you want to talk to me about?” That seemed like a dumb question; 
Ava was her mother—she had a lot of answers for and about Mossy, even if most of them were a 
bummer to hear.   
 “Uh, it’s about—for—Downy.” Ava raised her robust, well-manicured dark eyebrows, 
the last remaining sign of the dark, luscious hair of her youth, which had been replaced by stately 
silver.   
 “I don’t see why he doesn’t just call me himself.” Because he doesn’t like you, mother, 
Mossy answered silently, because you drove him off with some of your more selfish, insane 
decisions. She waited silent, trying to keep her face passive, until Ava stepped aside and waved 
Mossy in. “Alright,” she said, following Mossy to the large, comfortable oak kitchen table. “You 
want coffee?”  




 “Well, I’ll just keep drinking mine then.” Mossy felt a surge of irrational guilt for not 
taking a cup of coffee, as if already she’d mis-stepped. She should have taken the time to come 
up with a plan.  
 “So?” Ava said, after an extended moment of uncomfortable silence. “I just saw you were 
with some cop; what do you have stewing in your conniving little head?” Mossy inhaled sharply 
through her nose and made herself stare at Ava’s collection of Jesus art on the dining room walls 
for a moment—glaring for a long moment at a collage Jesus comprised entirely of painted tin, 
trying to tell herself that someone who had such a wide view of Jesus must have some redeeming 
qualities. Ava prided herself on her collection of Jesus art. In response to Mossy’s silence, Ava’s 
fingernails dropped from the edge of her coffee mug to her the table and began running there, a 
small, manic clattering that made Mossy want to cover her ears and scream.  
 “The cop has nothing to do with what I want to talk to you about,” she said, finally. 
“Mom, I’m sorry to be demanding but can you please stop doing that with your fingernails, it’s 
making it hard for me to concentrate?” The words left Mossy’s mouth a weak question. Ava 
glared at her, but stopped after a moment, laying her hand flat on the table. She wanted to ask her 
mother why she had to make everything so unpleasant all the time—particularly now, when 
Mossy was making an effort.  
 “Well?” Ava asked, after a moment of her fingers twitching in silence on the table. Tin 
Jesus stared shiny and benevolent down upon them; his neighbors, a traditional sad Catholic 
Jesus and a racially ambiguous wood print Jesus felt a bit more critical.  
 “I’m not stewing anything in my conniving little head.” Mossy couldn’t help the 




 “Yes, well, you already said that, did you?” Mossy took a deep breath, willing herself not 
to leap across the table to strangle her mother, or bash Ava’s smug face against the table and then 
pour hot coffee over her perfectly manicured silver curls. She wondered how hard it would be to 
break the glass coffee pot against Ava’s skull.  
 “Do you know if Ra ever took an interest in Downy?” she asked, finally. Ava sat up 
straighter in her chair, tilting her nose and head up, in a gesture that Mossy read as haughty 
defiance.  
 “Is this about that thing you claim he did to you, again?”  
 “No, it’s about whether or not he also did something to Downy.”  
 “He didn’t even do anything to you, why would he have done anything to Downy?” This 
was an old, exhausted, deeply familiar argument, but it still surprised Mossy how much it burned 
each time Ava brought it up fresh.  
 “Do you know what he was doing in that…” She paused, wondering how much access 
her mother had had to the upstairs of the compound. “In his lab? I just thought—”  
 “Don’t be silly, dear, you clearly didn’t think, not all.” Ava curled her lip up nastily. 
“You know you’ve always been delusional about…the Teacher. I don’t see why you have to 
bring Downy into your delusions.” Mossy closed her eyes and took another deep breath, 
rationalizing with herself; Ava’s superior reaction probably meant…what? Either that she knew 
something about what Ra had been doing, or that she didn’t and was still jealous of Mossy’s 
connection to Ra, which felt ludicrous to Mossy, particularly after all these years. Mossy felt 
tired and deflated; she wished she was still sitting in the police cruiser with Paul Schmitz.  
 “Mom, what about the public writing fits you’ve been having lately? The two times I’ve 




 “You know the police just over reacted. Small town cops, nothing to do.” Ava’s tone let 
Mossy know that she’d not forgotten Mossy fraternization with the police.  
 “Okay, whatever. But when you’ve had your—”  
 “You know I’ve always had a connection to the—”  
 “You straight up mentioned Ra and your desecrate—”  
 “Don’t interrupt me!” Ava breathed heavily through her nose, her elegant fingers—which 
Mossy had always wished she’d inherited—clutched around her coffee cup so tightly they were 
blotchy white. “You’re outrageous! I can’t believe you came from me—so consistently 
disrespectful, disappointing—”  
 Mossy stood, preparing to leave. It wasn’t worth it. This was what she’d feared. Three 
out of four times she interacted with Ava, it went this way. She resisted the urge to rip a 
particularly smug oil painting of Jesus from the wall that marked the separation between Ava’s 
kitchen and dining room and punch a hole through his forehead. Or break a hole through the 
canvas with the top of Ava’s head. White spots of anger floated before her eyes. As she 
approached the door to leave, Ava called from behind her. “Darling, look, no need to be 
melodramatic!” She heard the sound of Ava’s chair squeaking out across the linoleum floor, and 
Ava’s footfalls behind her. “You said this had to do with Downy?”   
Mossy stopped, staring at the inside of the baby blue front door: she wondered, suddenly, 
if Ava had paid someone to paint it this color because it matched her eyes. You need her help, 
she told herself. Just suck it up and play her game. You need her help.  
 “Yes.” She put her right hand over her heart, willing its manic thunder to calm. She had 




Ava was family. And Ava worshipped the idea of Downy enough that Mossy doubted she’d ever 
do anything to harm him. Intentionally, anyway.  
 The only way out of the stalemate she found herself in with Ava, was to tell the whole 
truth. But she couldn’t look at Ava’s face, not right now, so she told the truth to baby blue front 
door. 
 “Downy’s experiencing some troubles…and he asked for my help.” She couldn’t resist 
the temptation to point out to her mother that Downy asked her for help.  
 “When you say trouble, what do you mean, darling?” The fake maternal quality in Ava’s 
voice when she said the word “darling” made Mossy want to gag. She desperately wanted a 
drink.  
 “Downy has been…” She didn’t know quite how to say it. “Downy is experiencing 
some…”  
 “Is he okay?”  
 “Mother! I’m trying to get it out.”  
 “Sorry, I know you always were a little slow dear.” Fuck you! You nasty, selfish, 
thundercunt of human being. She took two more deep breathes.  
 “Downy, has been growing some feathers on his back, and exhibiting some strange 
behaviors.” The words felt clumpy, emerging from her throat like vomit, burning her throat, the 
words/chunks seeming to reverberate around the wide, tasteful beige entry hall. She plunged on. 
“He called me to ask if I remembered anything about Ra…taking an interest in him because he 
can’t think of any reason he might have feathers other than…Ra.” She finished, weakly. When 




manic look she found on her mother’s manicured face; it harkened back to Ava’s demeanor in 
her more fanatic times.  
 “He’s growing…feathers?” The excitement in Ava’s voice alarmed Mossy.  
 “Yeah. Look, do you have any of the contact information for any of the other families 
from the Risen—”  
 “There were no families in the Risen; we were all connected by something—”  
 “Not the point, mom. I need to get ahold of some of the other—”  
 “You say Downy’s growing feathers? Does he have any other…special…symptoms?”  
 “Yes. Blackouts. And a periodic desire to eat small animals alive. Or maybe not alive, but 
right after impaling them.”  
 “Goodness!” The light in Ava’s eyes gleamed brighter. “He’s taken by fits of 
righteousness!”  
 “No—what? Seriously? How is eating lizards righteous?” She realized her mistake as 
soon as the word lizard escaped her mouth. Her mother had developed a strange relationship with 
reptiles since leaving the Risen and re-discovering a form of her Christian roots.  
 “He’s been eating lizards?” Ava placed her hands on her cheeks and ran them up into her 
hair, enraptured. She’d left her coffee cup on the kitchen table. A combination of dread and 
alarm bloomed in Mossy. “You know reptiles are the known spawn of—”  
 “Nope. No Mom. We’ve talked about this. Turtles are not working for Satan—it doesn’t 
make sense. Reptiles are one of the most ancient forms of life on—”  
 “Darling, we don’t have to agree on the specifics.” Ava took another step closer to 





 “I need to talk to the other children from the Risen. Can you help me with that?” A smile 
spread from Ava’s mouth across her face. “I’m just trying to help him—”  
 “I know you are dear, you’ve always loved Downy properly.” Her mother reached out 
and put a hand on Mossy’s shoulder, which made her skin crawl a little, but she couldn’t figure 
out how to get the hand off without physically ducking beneath one of her mother’s arms back 
into the kitchen. “And you can’t know what good news this is—really excellent news.” Ava 
paused, the manic smile making her face glint. The rank odor of coffee mixed with morning 
breath crashed into Mossy’s face with every word Ava said.  
 “You say he’s growing feathers and eating reptiles?”  
 “Yeah, it seems like he might be turning into a…really big Loggerhead Shrike.” It was a 
little bit of stretch—she was being dramatic—but Downy did have some symptoms. She thought 
about the shrike she’d watched with Officer Schmitz this afternoon, and unbidden, the image of a 
gigantic Loggerhead Shrike beating a python against a tree branch, surrounded by people 
wearing white robes entered her mind.  
 “A bird, right?”  
 “Birds are basically reptiles Mom,” Mossy pointed out. The physical proximity to Ava 
had to stop. She needed to leave her mother’s house right now. “Look, he’s also been eating 
rodents, and I have to—”  
 “Rodents are bottom feeders dear. And birds don’t have scales, do they?” The gleam in 
Ava’s eyes was psychotic. Mossy decided not to point out that birds did kind of have scales on 
their legs and feet. “I think I owe you an apology—”  
 “I won’t accept it.” Mossy interrupted her, firmly, trying to sound calm. “Whatever you 




bother you.” She needed a drink, desperately, immediately. She ducked under her mother’s arm 
and walked back into the kitchen, heading for the back door at a near jog.  
 “Darling, we’ll talk more later!” Ava called after her. “And I’ll try and get ahold of the 
rest of the Risen to share the good news…” No, no, no. Mossy burst through the backdoor, out 
into her mother’s manicured back yard, gasping, and then cut around the outside of the house, 





















CHAPTER 11: SURRENDER 
Northern New Mexico, August 
As autumn slid towards them, Downy willfully ignored his fear at the changes occurring within 
his body and focused instead on the joys of his day to day life. His relationship with Ash eased 
into a comfortable rhythm, punctuated by regular sex and laughter—she seemed unfazed by the 
feathers, if anything captivated by the strangeness the transformation seemed to trigger within 
him—which allowed him to feel optimistic about his transformation. The feathers snuck up the 
back of his neck—passing through town, he had to wear a scarf when they went grocery 
shopping or into the library—and down over his rear end, where they grew white, but until the 
middle of August, he displayed no fresh physical symptoms. With the help of Ash, he noticed 
that his mental transformations into shrike mind seemed linked to strong emotion—particularly 
intense grief or joy—and that when sexually aroused, he seemed almost able to bond his human 
mind and his bird mind. The unification of those parts of himself seemed to please Ash greatly, 
generating in her a sexual urgency that he had never experienced in previous lovers but relished 
enormously. It felt difficult to view the transformation negatively when one of the associated 
perks, it seemed, of the changes he underwent was an ideal lover.  
 In most ways, it was one of the happiest times he remembered in his life, typified by a 
great rise of internal energy, a feeling of lightness in his skin and the balls of his feet. Had he not 
recognized the irony, he might have said he felt ready to fly. He put aside, for the moment, the 
uneasy memories which had almost bubbled up when Ash initially asked him whether he knew 
the source of his transformation, enjoying instead the last long days of summer in the field. He 
avoided his phone, and—though at times it caused him to wake in the night with a feeling of 




telling himself that he just wanted to go owling—found reasons not to call Mossy for five weeks 
following their conversation the morning after he’d first slept with Ash. He knew Mossy would 
ask him hard questions that he didn’t feel ready to contemplate, let alone answer. He told himself 
continuously that he would face it later and tried not to read her text messages, piling up, 
flashing across his screen when he turned his phone on, increasingly irate. Each time he passed 
through service he’d text her—doing fine, still a man, I’ll call you soon—but he knew that the 
longer he waited to face her, the more hurt she would get, and the worse it would feel when he 
did call her.  
 In mid-August, two weeks before he needed to head back to Flagstaff for the start of the 
fall semester, he noticed the first clump of tiny black scale on his right leg—at first, he mistook it 
for dried skin—the same day Ash stopped him in the midst of lovemaking to exclaim, “Downy, I 
think you’re growing a tail!”  
 It wasn’t much—just a lump distending from his tailbone—but it explained why his 
lower back had been achy. The wing buds followed a few days later—he could have mistaken 
them for subtly jutting shoulder blades, he thought, if not for the feathers—after several nights of 
excruciating pain in his upper back and shoulders. His arms and spine began to ache all the time, 
causing him to lose sleep, and increasingly frequently, he woke from a terrible, throbbing pain in 
the back of his head and neck. A week before the semester started, he realized—accepted—that 
he wasn’t going to be able to go back to school. He could not reasonably attend classes in this 
condition, let alone teach.  
The shape of his spine from neck to legs was morphing. If he considered this too much, 
he felt the drenching sensation of panic lapping at his extremities. Despite the feathers, he still 




bone and soft tissue until he stood hunched and winged, balanced on scaly, stick legs like a bird, 
tail fanning out behind him for balance. And this was nothing compared to the fear he imagined 
he would feel if he let himself truly consider the full process of shifting from man to shrike 
mentally. But if he didn’t let himself think about it too much, his extremities stayed dry of panic, 
and everything felt fine. He lived moment to moment—how life happened.   
 Downy hated change with a slow deep stubbornness nested in his blueprint, and the idea 
of not going back to his life in academia, of somehow finding a way to live in the field with Ash 
forever, ignoring his past and his future, appealed to him. He always loathed the end of the field 
season, of leaving a life unencumbered by the aggravating necessities of his structured human 
life in academia, like flushing toilets, and paperwork, and grading, and drinks with academic 
acquaintances on Thursday nights. Town life exhausted him and made his nerves feel frayed and 
battered, no matter what he did to try and manage his life better. He wouldn’t miss academia, 
even if the reason he couldn’t go back was sketchy; but he really didn’t want to call his 
advisor/boss and deal with withdrawing from NAU.  
 Finally, five days before the semester started, he worked up the nerve to do it when they 
passed through Espanola, on their way back down to Mescalero Canyon from northern New 
Mexico to finish up the last of the vegetation transects there. He dealt with the paperwork first—
it was easier for him to interact with people not directly invested in his behavior. He navigated to 
his boss’s number several times and stared at the call icon without calling before walking down 
the street from the library to take three shots of tequila—Mossy’s favorite, he thought, guiltily—
at a shabby sports bar full of dull-looking middle-aged Hispanic men watching basketball in the 
middle of the day on a Wednesday, and then dialed his advisor Lee’s number on relic pay phone 




 “Hello?” Lee sounded harried, as usual. One of the things Downy most appreciated about 
Lee was that, though he helped Downy out when asked, Lee was too busy to micro-manage, and 
he trusted Downy to deal with his own business in the field.  
 “Lee?” The tequila rushed through his veins, like an invisible shield. “It’s Downy. I have 
some bad news.”  
 “Downy?! Why are you calling from this weird New Mexico number? What happened to 
your phone?”  
 “It’s fine, I just left it in the car,” he lied, fingering the phone’s cracked screen in his 
pocket. “Um—” He hadn’t rehearsed anything to say, but Lee relieved him of the necessity.  
 “Is something wrong?” Downy rarely called Lee unless something was wrong; generally, 
Lee just existed as a gatekeeper, helping Downy jump hurtles that freaked him out, like hiring, 
and checking in on him periodically to make sure he was still alive. Downy considered Lee a real 
friend.  
 “Lee, I’ve had to withdraw from school.”  
 “What? You’ve only got a year left.”  
 “I’m having some…” he tried to think of a lie that would sufficiently cover it; he’d half 
imagined this conversation mentally several times, but none of the scenarios he thought of 
seemed to have stuck. “Some…” 
 “Some what?” Downy could picture Lee pacing back and forth in his tiny office in 
Flagstaff, surrounded by tall stacks of paper, some taller than him, starting on the floor, with 
little post it notes of different colors sticking out of the stacks—Lee’s own filing system.   
 “Health problems,” he said, weakly.  




 Well Lee, he imagined himself saying, I’ve been impaling small animals and eating them 
raw recently, which might be a problem in the lab with the frogs and mice. There’s also the small 
matter of the tail I seem to be growing, and my uncontrollable tendency to sing when I’m excited. 
He stifled the urge to laugh hysterically.  
 “I’ve been having some…strange symptoms.” Downy realized now that it would have 
behooved him to formulate a plan before making this call. He’d always experienced difficulty 
with making hard phone calls—or any phone calls. Something about picking up the phone made 
him panicky, and he’d rather clean several dirty toilets than make a phone call to someone likely 
to be upset by what he had to say.  
 “What kind of strange symptoms?” Lee’s voice had always reminded Downy 
unpleasantly of Ira Glass, but in this slightly intoxicated moment, the vocal fry made him feel 
mushy, because it was one of the things that distinguished Lee—who had always supported him, 
in his rushed, slightly dismissive way. He tried to think of a way to tell some truth without telling 
all of it.  
 “Um, I’ve been blacking out. Having fits of amnesia, where I do things I wouldn’t 
usually do.”  
 “Do you have a brain tumor? Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?” Why hadn’t he 
told Lee earlier? In retrospect, he’d probably known for a solid month that he wouldn’t be able to 
return to Northern Arizona University in fall. He’d just avoided accepting it.  
 “Maybe I have a brain tumor I don’t—” Downy heard the sound of a loud knock on the 
other end of the line.  




 A young-sound female voice said, “Professor Coff? You told me to come ten minutes 
ago?”  
 “Look, Downy, I have to go. Take care of yourself.” Lee sounded resigned. “Call me 
soon with an update.”  
“I’ll try.” He wouldn’t, he knew he wouldn’t. “Bye Lee.” Downy stifled the unexpected 
urge to say I love you, feeling abruptly melancholic, as if he’d just laid to rest a part of his life 
he’d thought, until recently, would define him. 
 
It surprised Ash when Downy asked her to drive his truck from Espanola to Mescalero Canyon 
the last time. He rarely let her drive his ancient pickup truck; she suspected he viewed his clutch 
as sacred. When she’d smelled tequila on him, she’d taken his keys without questions; he rarely 
drank, and the glazed look he wore made her suspect that whatever occurred during the period 
they were separate in Espanola had taxed him.  
 He remained silent for the duration of the car ride, hunched forward slightly, his neck 
oddly craned, staring out the window at the wide expanses of cacti and cow-demolished bunch 
grass, while she drove carefully, trying to adjust to the large motions of the truck clutch, so 
different from her own small car. When they got to the base of the canyon, and she swung a large 
left turn onto the two-track leading up the canyon loosely parallel to the still-flowing arroyo 
creek bed, he turned to her and said solemnly:  
 “Would you join me for a walk, up canyon?” She nodded, carefully. He looked like a sad 
frontier man, leathery-faced and sunburned, with bad posture, clothed in dirty blue jeans. It had 
surprised her how calm he seemed when she found the wing buds on his back; she’d begun to 




  “Do you want to go in?” Downy asked, when he reached the base of the pool where 
they’d swum the morning after they first made love.   
 Ash nodded and began to kick off her pants, knowing that he wanted to say something, 
wondering if he would. Gravel squished under her feet as she waded in, towards the small 
waterfall at the end of the pool, near where the Black Phoebes had nested. The intensity of the 
monsoons had calmed, so though the water still ran swiftly, it had also cleared, allowing her to 
see straight to the rocky bottom of the pool. Waist deep, she turned and faced Downy, who 
stood, still dressed, on a sliver of granite jutting up from the water in a small island. A cluster of 
hundreds of tiny blue butterflies mulled about on a patch of mud where the creek left the pool, 
near where the mother cows had grazed on crab grass, back when this place—and Downy—felt 
unfamiliar.  
 “Do you have a name for the butterflies?” she asked him, positioning herself on her 
stomach in the water to sneak up on them. Downy lifted his binoculars and focused them on the 
butterflies. 
 “I think they’re mostly Euphilotes—I can’t remember the species; I think there are two 
that look really familiar, enoptes and…I can’t remember.” Downy sounded frustrated with 
himself. “Oh! There’s also a couple worn Celestrina ladon in there. The ones that don’t have 
orange on the hind wing.” Ash pushed herself gently towards the mud, beaching in the shallows 
on her belly, her eyes inches from several dozen butterflies.  
 “Wait, so the ones with the sort of ashy, blotchy patches on the top and the orange on the 
hind wing are—what did you say?” 
 “Euphilotes.” Downy still stared at the bugs through his binoculars. The butterflies were 




white thoraxes staying miraculously clean, while their long tongues—probosci? —delicately 
probed the ground. Ash wondered what the life of a butterfly might feel like. How would an 
identity be changed by metamorphosis? And just proportionally, what did it feel like to be so 
tiny? The mud, Ash thought, would be vast—and apparently sublime.  
A few of the butterflies were even smaller than the rest, and their blue backs shot through 
with copper.  
 “What are the little copper ones?” she asked Downy, suddenly wishing she’d spent more 
time paying attention to butterflies in her life.  
 “Female Euphilotes. Female butterflies tend to be smaller and less showy—FUCK!” he 
tossed his binoculars aggressively towards his chest and Ash started, spooking the butterflies into 
a fluttering, flashing cloud of light blue around her head.  
 “There’s another one in there and I can’t fucking remember what the species is!” 
Downy’s face flushed red with frustration.  
“You have a guide, right? You can look it up when we get back?” A few of the butterflies 
alighted on Ash’s back where it showed above the water, warming in the sun. “You should come 
in,” she urged. “The water’s just the right temperature, it’ll make everything feel better. I’d love 
to look up the bug with you when we get back to the truck.”  
 He smiled slightly, the warmth not reaching his eyes, his attention clearly elsewhere, but 
after a moment unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, and then pulled off his shirt, carefully folding 
his clothes and placing his binoculars on top of them. She could feel the tension coming off him 
from where she lay in the shallows. More butterflies had landed on her hot back.  
“How deep is it?” he asked her, scratching the white down which had begun to grow on 




 “More than eight feet?” She pushed herself slowly back into the water, trying not to 
startle the butterflies. She wondered if this sudden outburst of day drinking and yelling about his 
inability to identify a single species of butterfly had to do at all with the fact that the field season 
was nearly done. He stood naked, watching her with his brow furrowed. She tipped herself onto 
her back, so water covered the places where her back had just been in the sun, while warmth hit 
her belly. “It’s really nice in here…” The water covering her ears distended the sound slightly, 
making her feel separate from her voice.  
 Downy jumped abruptly into the middle, beside her bending his knees slightly to avoid 
hitting the bottom too hard with his feet. She repositioned herself in the water to make sure he 
didn’t hit her, feeling annoyed. His knees kicked together slightly as he plunged in and she 
thought for a moment that they looked skinny in relation to the rest of his body, like his legs had 
atrophied, but underwater, they seemed normal.   
 Downy swam to the waterfall and she followed. She’d found herself following a lot 
recently, due to simple curiosity. Would he peel off his skin again, to reveal yet another beast 
hiding within his pastel flesh? She’d taken him for uptight, but now he wore ancient blue jeans 
every day and she could only see nerd. She’d taken him for a man, and yet there in the water, 
swaying with the motion of unseen currents like algae, were his sodden gray feathers, and hiding 
beneath those feathers, fresh shoulder blades grew in the wrong direction—out, away from his 
body.  
 He ducked beneath the curtain of water, so she could just see the outline of his head 
casting darkness through the transparent, fast-moving screen. “There a ledge to sit on, if you 




 “That means you want me to come back there?” she clarified. His tendency to avoid 
asking direct questions had started to irk her.  
 “Yes.”   
 She pressed face through the sheet of water, relishing the pressure against her face, 
pushing all the skin and flesh around. A bit of water slipped into her mouth and she could taste 
clay. The air behind the waterfall felt cool on her face—cooler than the water that held her 
body—and smelled fetid, like a moist crotch of the earth. A ledge of granite jutted out just to 
where the water fell, a surprisingly comfy seat.  
 Downy turned to face her as she adjusted herself in the cavity, his eyes slightly bloodshot 
from water, the feathers on his neck and upper back plastered against his body. She reached out 
and smoothed them down with her fingers, pulling her hand back quickly; wet feathers lack the 
luster of dry ones. Feathers belonged in the air, not the water.  
 “Wet down doesn’t keep you warm,” she observed, “how do birds deal with that?”  
 “Most passerines—”  
 “Like shrikes,” she interrupted, clarifying what she already knew. He nodded, wiping 
water from his eyes.  
 “Like shrikes” He placed a hand on her thigh underwater. “Most passerines puff up their 
feathers, so the outer layer gets damp but the underlayers mostly stay dry, and the air between 
the top and bottom feathers catches heat.” He rubbed his hand up and down her thigh, letting it 
rest closer to her crotch this time. Leaning over, she bit his cheek, pulling his skin out gently 
with her teeth and running her tongue across his chilly, wet skin.  
 “Ow,” he said, reproachfully, pulling back from her slightly and rubbing his cheek. She 




with its acuity—other times, the things he missed baffled her. The chill of the water started to 
penetrate her, a tingle rippling through her extremities. She wanted to duck back out from under 
the waterfall and lie in the sun watching the butterflies again.  
 “Will you stay with me?” he asked, abruptly.  
 “What?” she’d heard him, but she didn’t know if she knew what he meant. Stay with him 
where, and in what context?  
 “I can’t go back to my life. I’m…you know…” He trailed off. For someone who seemed 
so basically calm about the massive changes occurring within him, he sure seemed to have a hard 
time talking about what was going on.  
 “Is it actually difficult for you to articulate what’s happening to you aloud?” She 
wondered, sometimes, if his throat was blocked somehow, as if words lived trapped beneath his 
Adam’s apple, waiting for asylum.  
 “No. Yes. I’m afraid that if I say it aloud it will be permanent, that I won’t be able to 
undo this.” She pulled her hands from the water, rubbing them together hard to generate warmth, 
squinting at him. Her body began to tremble despite her best efforts to stop it.  
 “Let’s lie up on that big granite slab above the pool in the sun,” she suggested, ducking 
beneath the waterfall. He followed her.   
 “You want me to stay with you? What does that mean?” She stretched herself out on the 
granite slab, relishing the slight burn of the hot rock touching her cool skin. He stretched out on 
his stomach beside her, his wet feathers looking almost charcoal.  
 “I can’t go back to my life until I figure out…what…I’m not sure. Until I figure out 
whether or not the transformation…will be…” He scrunched his face up, “complete?” The truth 




to stay with him for his transformation, she wasn’t sure she wanted this affair to extend beyond 
the end of next week, its anticipated conclusion. The longer an affair lasted, the more difficult it 
became to disentangle oneself from it. 
 “You’re sure you don’t want to go to a doctor?” she asked, to buy herself a bit more time.  
 “No. I’m afraid they’d lock me up, in some capacity.” He said this each time she asked, 
and each time she couldn’t fault him for his answer, tried to put herself in his shoes and then 
failed. What would she do if she suddenly grew hoofs or something? She had no idea, but she 
acknowledged that her first thought might not be to go to the doctor either.  
 “I think that’s reasonable.”  
 “Do you have a fall job?” he asked her. 
 “I was going to go hang out with a friend in Colorado and trim.” In spring, she’d get a job 
at a nursery, nurturing starts, consider working another summer biology job. Life, for Ash, still 
had too unpredictable a current for her to commit to anything serious.  
 “I have a trust fund. If you want to stay with me.” She lifted herself onto her elbow and 
stared at him, eyebrows raised.  
 “You have a trust fund?” It was in her bones to hate people who had money for no 
reason. Money that probably came from some sort of extraction or displacement. Money that 
couldn’t possibly be deserved. Dad and Huck both had taught her, gently at first, what it meant to 
be born into the soil of the wronged. People deluded themselves when they justified genocide 
with religion and slavery with pseudo-science, and the consequences of those delusions passed 
through generations with DNA; money rarely came without casualties of some kind, human or 
otherwise.  




 “And you’ll what, pay me to stay with you while you—maybe—transform into a massive 
predatory bird? Like hospice, without insurance?” The words surprised her, erupting from her 
mouth with an incinerating rage that had arrived from nowhere.  
 “I didn’t mean it like that.” As if stung, he recoiled from her, pulling himself up to sit 
cross-legged a couple of feet from where she lay.  
 “Then you should have thought more carefully about your rhetoric.”  
 “I’m really…I just meant that you wouldn’t have to worry about money. I’m sorry.” She 
contemplated his earnest face, full of blood and burning in the sun. Far off, the sound of a train 
horn sounding as it climbed over Glorieta Pass smote the air. She slid her fingers across the same 
patch of warm, level granite again and again.   
 
Downy didn’t understand Ash’s sudden anger, and he found it jarring. “I don’t know if I want to 
do that,” he said. His head throbbed at the temples, the tequila he’d drunk earlier mixing 
unpleasantly with the sun and Ash’s rage. She’d never gotten angry with him like this before.  
 “When do you start trimming?” He tried to bring the conversation away from the talk of 
money; he wished he hadn’t brought it up. People never treated him the same way after they 
found out he had some money; the knowledge couldn’t be undone. He’d never fully understood 
why something so inconsequential—made up—could possibly have so much power over 
people’s emotions. He’d not expected this of Ash.  
 “October.” Her dark face was opaque and impenetrable, in a way that made him uneasy. 
The back of his head throbbed dully, the pain from the tequila extending down into his spine.  
 “Look,” he tried. “I’m sorry I brought up money. I withdrew from school this morning. 




going to happen to me. If it slows down at some point, great. If not, and I become,” he 
swallowed; beyond a superstitious paranoia about verbalizing the truth, describing his transition 
aloud still felt ridiculous to him. “A big…bird, and I’m taken wherever they take people like 
that, at least I will have spent the last of my human mind well. You don’t have to promise to stay 
with me—we don’t have to make any kind of long-term plans at all—but you’re invited to stay 
with me for as long as you want, for free, okay? It would make me happy if you did.” Willing 
himself not to blink or look away, or say anything else, he kept his eyes fused on her 
impenetrable—skeptical? –gaze. She furrowed her brow at him and ran the tip of her tongue 
repeatedly across her bottom lip. Silence stretched on and on.  
 “I’ll think about it,” she said, finally.  
 
It surprised him when, after three days of acting slightly cold towards him and sleeping in her 
own tent, Ash approached him and said she’d like to spend a few weeks with him after the field 
season before she started trimming. She said she’d never spent much time on the Mogollon Rim, 
yet had always wished to.  
 “I’m not making any promises about staying with you if things get more serious,” she 
said, matter-of-factly, a condition which he quickly agreed was completely reasonable, trying to 
avoid thinking about the potential implications of things getting more serious.   
 He gave her verbal directions to his apartment in Flagstaff—she still had a flip phone, 
with no Google Lady in it to follow around—and tried to trust her when she told him, the day the 
field season ended, that she wanted to go up to Durango, get her car, and visit with friends for a 





CHAPTER 12: THE TRANSITION ZONE 
The Southwest, late August 
He dropped Ash of at the Alsups in downtown Santa Fe and—sweltering in the cab of his 
truck—watched her friend’s beat-up Honda minivan carrying her away, breaking the spell of the 
field season. He directed himself towards Albuquerque, where he would catch I-40 east to 
Flagstaff, trying to keep his mind as blank as a meal worm, focusing on his breath. He wore a 
long-sleeved silk button-up with its collar up and blue silk scarf, and sweating profusely with all 
the windows down—god, feathers kept a person too warm—and praying that his ancient truck 
didn’t overheat in the late August hot-snap—why didn’t he buy another truck? In the past, he’d 
prided himself on this ancient truck; Toyota had never made a better model than the one they 
made in 1986. In four low, the trucked crawled up cliffs if he told it to. Still, she could only go 
sixty miles per hour, max, and old things were prone to dying. It would be helpful to have air 
conditioning and window tint, so he could take off his scarf.  
 Albuquerque was a traffic nightmare, which forced him to focus on the road more than 
his physical or mental discomfort, but once he made it over the Rio Grande, his mind started to 
buzz like T.V. static, the vibrations reverberating body. Strangely, he found himself longing for 
his shrike mind to surface and give him some relief from the past and the future, allow him to 
exist simply in the present—which would still be too hot, but he might not care in the same way. 
Funny how the idea of an experience—for example, having back feathers and an uncertain future 
on a sweltering day—tended to be worse than the experience of living the experience without all 
the mental anxiety tapes running. He thought he had similar problems in the other mind—a 
liminal bird/man smashup of a body, some confusion about what he was supposed to do when—




hunted. Of course, he couldn’t remember much of anything from those times, just excitement, 
and rushing blood. Maybe that was the point. However, he couldn’t afford to blackout in any 
way while driving on an interstate, because it could trigger an interstate pile up—one of 
Downy’s human nightmares. Watching a neon-green crotch-rocket shooting towards him, he 
wondered if he should be driving at all, if turning into a bird was a real possibility. Until now, 
Ash had always been in the passenger seat to grab the wheel or shake him. Although, thinking 
about it, he realized he’d never had an episode in the car—or in town. If he had enough 
discipline, he would start keeping a field journal for his transformation, treat his own mind 
scientifically, but he’d always been terrible at keeping up with a field journal if he wasn’t forced 
to for class. Maybe he should try anyway. What if living in town, being around people, paused 
his transformation, kept him human? Would it be worth it to be stuck in town if it meant his life 
stayed predictable? He would have to consider it.  
The drive seemed to span on endlessly, the slowest four hundred miles he’d ever driven. 
By the time he reached the casino east of Albuquerque on I-40, he felt ready to rip his brain from 
his skull and hurl it at the windshield. Something about the action of driving a car, alone, through 
country he’d passed dozens—if not hundreds—of times, left his mind far too free to explore its 
own depths, a process which brought the chronic exhaustion he’d suffered in times of depression 
since his early teenaged years to the surface. Or perhaps the exhaustion came from the heat. 
Either way, the sensation of it felt like lead sludge creeping through his veins and took him back 
to the dim time after his mother forcibly moved Mossy and him to Iowa after the Rising fell 
apart. He’d listened to a few psychology podcasts, and based on his understanding of what he’d 
heard, he thought that the sudden onslaught of debilitating exhaustion following forced 




podcasts, and partly from watching his sister—that people tended to spend a lot of their lives 
dealing with the trauma inflicted upon them by their parents. It was just part of the deal of being 
alive, though some people had more baggage to unclaim than others.  
As he drove past Laguna Pueblo—where a pullout let tourists driving by on I-40 easily 
take photos of the tattered Pueblo, which had had the misfortune of having a interstate built 
directly in front of it—he found himself thinking about the long, silent drive from Utah to Iowa 
across interstate 80, fifteen years ago. It was kind of where his memory picked up again, after the 
brief cut out patch of the Rising. His mother had chain-smoked and bitten her nails as she drove, 
until they bled around the edges, refusing to go through New Mexico or stop except to use the 
bathroom, while Mossy cried, silently, for hours, staring out as the generic slice of America 
cross-sectioned by I-80 whizzed by. And then, eventually, they’d arrived in generic America. 
And stayed there.  
He remembered the complete lack of wilderness in Iowa, the endless maze of human-
generated destruction, the vast expanse of raped and tortured earth—the shrine to his species’ 
insatiable hunger for dominion—like a hellish rebirth. He’d awoken from his childhood to find 
himself fifteen and trapped in a world of dimmed colors and diminished topography, millions of 
acres of corn and soy, where as if from nowhere a weight as pervasive as gravity arrived to force 
his body earthward. He’d felt as a teenager as if he spent all his energy trying to keep from 
becoming two-dimensional.  
Mostly, he’d blamed that weight on Iowa. Now, peering backwards from the sweltering 
cab of his truck, he realized that some of it, that gloom, must have come from his parent’s 
divorce, and from the fact that his mother had created a story about his father—the details of 




person and therefor a bad influence—which alienated him from his Dad. His relationship with 
his father had been close during childhood, but after the Rising and the divorce, it had never 
recovered. By the time Downy was willing to consider a relationship with Daniel, his father had 
proven himself to be as crazy as Ava claimed—crazier than she herself—by opening fire on 
federal agents while screaming about conspiracy theories. Something about bugged squash 
beetles spying on Daniel from his walls, the kind of delusion Downy felt unwilling to engage 
with, at all. And clearly, if he couldn’t remember the Rising, it hadn’t been great. Or he’d been 
on drugs, which he’d never really tried.  
Driving through the lava fields approaching Grants, leaning forward in a position that 
taxed his neck, so as not to crush his achy wing buds, Downy involuntarily considered those 
numb Iowa years, his mind veering back to the subject almost immediately any time he tried to 
think of something, anything, else. Birds had helped minimally in Iowa, taken him outside, at 
least, to hunt for migrating treasures in the diminutive greenbelts around his mother’s house. 
Mossy, even as a teenager, had identified him as deeply depressed, and had tried—on multiple 
occasions—to get him to take some LSD, or maybe go to a therapist, measures which he resisted 
in favor of long hours spent lying on top of his bed, staring at the white ceiling, feeling a slow, 
invisible tank roll over and over and over him.  
It had been Mossy who had forced him to apply to colleges for ecology. You’re a 
goddamn birding protegee Woodpecker, she’d said. Stop being a depressed asshole and do 
something about it. Most of your weird birding friends have already discovered new species on 
expeditions in the Amazon, and what are you doing? Sitting around with both your thumbs up 
your butt, trying not to think or feel. He didn’t really have friends, and he only knew one person 




him—who had been part of an expedition that discovered a new species of bird in the Amazon, 
but he’d taken Mossy’s point and filled out the applications.  
His eye caught on the gleam of a puddle trapped in a lava divot beside the interstate, and 
then immediately on another, and another. As his brain struggled to adjust to the glinting as they 
hopped from puddle to puddle, he wondered fleetingly if his situation could be explained through 
his obsession with birds. Was he turning into a bird because he thought about them so much? It 
seemed like too literal an interpretation of the common phrase, you are what you pay attention 
to. No, that was a ridiculous thought. He wondered if the puddles in the dark lava basalt were 
warm; he’d always dimly wished to explore this part of New Mexico but had never gotten 
around to it.  
Things had gotten notably better for him once he left Iowa and went to Northern Arizona 
University for college and then graduate school, a place near shards of remaining wildness and a 
decent amount of public land, where he could camp for free and not be plagued by hordes of 
screaming middle schoolers, like he oftentimes had been when he went camping up by Lake 
Superior. The exhaustion that had kept him inert for much of high school had lifted somewhat, 
and he learned to feel emotions—not, perhaps, as acutely as he had as a child in New Mexico, 
but still, feelings—and even made a real friends and had a couple of disastrous love affairs with 
reasonably beautiful and intelligent women. Still, he’d avoided diving too deeply into the human 
realm, letting relationships fail when his emotional distance became an issue, choosing to focus 
his energies on the natural world, which made him happy and demanded nothing of him but 
careful attention.  
And now here he was, sweat plastering his feathers to his back, his face the color of 




rest of the living world—turning into a goddamn big bird. At least there were no signs of 
shrinking yet, no signs of become a little bird. A stab of panic shot through him at the thought 
that he might shrink, and he reached a hand behind him to touch the feathers, which were sweat 
damp from his heavily perspiring armpits and neck, and perhaps his back itself. The feathers 
were huge; why would his body grow massive feathers if it was preparing to shrink? Was it 
plausible to even think about shrinking? He’d say no accept for the feathers, which weren’t 
plausible either. But no, no signs of shrinking. He tugged at his collar, fumbling with sweaty 
fingers at the top button; he needed air.  
Just as he reached the outskirts of Gallup, his phone buzzed against his leg, ringing from 
his pocket; he’d forgotten that he put it there. Fumbling, he lifted his butt up to retrieve it, 
squinting at the screen, wincing as a stabbing pain shot up the length of his spine. It was his 
mother. Generally, he made a rule of ignoring his mother’s phone calls, but he felt desperate 
enough for distractions from his present mental state to answer, despite the heat and the noise. 
The cracked phone screen, shiny with sweat, did not respond to his slick swiping fingers.  
“FUCK!!” he bellowed to the cab of the truck as another stabbing pain struck his neck. 
Fighting the urge to hurl his phone out the window in irritation, he instead found a dry patch on 
his jeans and rubbed the screen dry, hoping the sweat hadn’t permanently shorted the phone. He 
tried the screen again and felt relieved when it worked. He hit the speaker icon and rolled up his 
window before saying, “Hello?”  
“Downy!”  
“Yeah mom.” The cab, though quieter without his window down, vibrated lopsidedly 




 “It’s so good to talk to you, darling! It’s been months, months…” A thick drop of sweat 
snuck from his neck down his front, crossing his right nipple, making him shudder.  
 “So, you’re talking to me,” he snapped. The sound of her voice, even muffled, 
transformed his anxiety to irritation instantly. He wondered if he could just hang out now and not 
answer when she called back. He was driving in light traffic; perhaps he could chalk it up to 
safety.  
 “Mossy told me some concerning information about you, sweetheart, and I thought I’d 
check in, pray you answered the phone for once.” Guilt sauced up the irritation; he really needed 
to call Mossy—but also, what was she doing telling Ava a goddamn thing about him?  
 “Yeah?” Mossy had always kept Ava informed about his whereabouts, he suspected. At 
times, such as now, this felt like an invasion, but at other times, he recognized that it would be 
difficult to keep information about him from his mother, if she really wanted it.  
 “She claimed that you’re turning into some sort of bird.” His mother’s voice sounded 
haughty even when she professed concern, and even questions came out sounding like demands.  
 “Yeah.” His stomach tight and achy, anger moving around the edges of his vision, 
making his periphery wobbly. He felt exposed, betrayed to the enemy. He rubbed his chest 
through his shirt, hoping that sopping up more moisture into the cotton shirt would help cool him 
and keep him calm. He fanned his shirt and took deep breathes, trying to force the anger, which 
threatened to engulf his vision, away. The dull ache which had lived in his spine for the past few 
weeks throbbed, and another shooting pain shot from his skull to where the tail threatened to 
grow. 
 “Downy, for goodness sake, can you please use more than single-syllable responses? I 




downtown Gallup blurred by on his left, trying to prevent himself from hitting the accelerator to 
hard in anger and speeding; his truck could still get up to 75 or 80 mph, occasionally, and the 
speed limit was 65. 
 “Sure.” He inhaled deeply, contemplating hanging up on her again, feeling sick, and hot, 
and trapped.  
 “Now! Please.” Ava, amended, in a gentler voice.   
 “Yes! Mom! I’m turning into a fucking bird! What else do you want?” There was a long 
silence on the other end of the line; she hated profanity.  
 “No need to be inappropriate,” she said, eventually, sounding—he thought, it was 
difficult to tell through the roar of air passing through the windows—shaken.   
 “Did Ra do this to me?” It surprised Downy how good it felt to be confrontational. To let 
words erupt, inelegant, from his mouth. “Did you fuck up that badly? I thought it was impossible 
for you to have been a worse parent, after what you did to Mossy—”  
 “What are you talking about?” His mother’s voice carried a shrill edge, which he 
associated with bad news and diminished privileges. “I haven’t done anything to Mossy—she 
was to blame for all of it, for the whole collapse.”  
 “You let her get raped, Ava.” Mossy’s betrayal stung, but it didn’t erase twenty-eight 
years of solidarity. He felt his head might combust from a deadly combination of internal and 
external heat. 
 “She didn’t get raped, Downy, whatever has she told you?”  
 “I was there Mom.”  
 “You misremember—she seduced him, poisoned everything, took away the blessing God 




 “You know I don’t believe in that stuff.”  
 “You’ll face a reckoning for that when you die, as will Mossy, for the grievous sin she 
led the Teacher to commit.” Downy squeezed the steering wheel so hard his dirty, tanned fingers 
turned splotchy white and red.  
 “You’re legitimately crazy. I can’t fucking believe that you would choose your—”  
 “God will be merciful, and consider your family and your deeds, not simply judge you 
based—” A camper with its hazards on appeared suddenly in front of Downy’s truck, and he 
slammed on the breaks. A red ford monster truck behind him honked aggressively and swerved 
into the fast-lane ahead of a semitruck barreling towards them. Downy resisted the urge to flip 
off the truck driver, seething.  
 “You’re fucking unbelievable!” he shouted at his mother, although he’d somewhat lost 
track of the argument. “Did Ra do anything to me Mom? Like, show any interest in me? What 
was he doing, Mom?” 
 Long silence.  
 “I just called to find out some more information about your situation. Can we forget this 
past nonsense and speak civilly of your condition for a moment?” Ava’s voice switched abruptly 
to custard. She’d always had the unnerving ability to switch from insane and screaming to insane 
and deadly sweet and composed without warning. He took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to 
resist the urge to yell at her some more.  
 “Sure.”  
 “Can you tell me what’s happening to you, darling?” A bolt of pain seared through his 




 He noticed himself feeling drawn to her tone of concern, wanting to indulge it by 
confessing his troubles to her, and sat up straighter, hating her more for her appeal. A good 
mother stayed that way; they didn’t only turn on the charm when they wanted something from 
their kid. 
 “I’m growing feathers Mom. And singing. Impaling small animals on spines and biting 
off their heads. I think my legs are shrinking, and I’m developing—”  
 “Oh, my goodness!” Ava sounded breathless, rapt. “Darling tell me more.”   
 “What do you want to know?” he said, warily.  
 “Have you heard any voices, perhaps? God speaking to you? Are you having any visions 
of—”  
 “No, Mom. No.” His vision was staring to go white, with yellow color spots wobbling 
around in front of him. He’d made it to the far side of Gallup, just passed where the interstate 
plunged through an almost-canyon of steep red and creamy whitish yellow sandstone, 
approaching the fabricated border of Arizona. He pulled off the road, not bothering to put his 
blinker on. A semitruck, which had been on his ass without his awareness, honked at him 
aggressively as it blew past, less than two feet from his truck. “You know I don’t believe in that 
shit, don’t make me part of your—”  
 “Darling, you can’t control destiny—” 
 “Do you know anything about why this is happening to me, mother?” He tried a final 
time, willing the small patch of clear vision before him to remain. “Can you please tell me 
whether this has anything to do with Ra?”  




 “FUUUUUUCKKKKKK YOUUUU.” He threw his phone onto the passenger floor, 
savagely. “You crazy, fucking, batshit, bitch.” He leaned his head against the steering wheel, 
breathing heavily. At the sensation of air—stagnant now in the still truck—touching his back, he 
realized abruptly that he could not take another moment of heat. He wrenched back from the 
steering wheel and ripped off his scarf and then his shirt, yanking two buttons off in his haste to 
be rid of the garment. Then he jumped out of his car, still carrying the shirt, and ran out as far 
into the flat expanse of dry prairie toward distant red cliffs stretching away from the interstate as 
he could before he hit a barbed wire fence. 
“FUUUUCCCCCKKKKK FUCCCCCKKKK, FUUUUUCCCCCKKKK,” he screamed, 
shaking his torso so sweat ran freely, cooling with exposure to air and moisture. Potent emotion 
sloshed through his body, a primordial soup of undifferentiated possibilities.  
A sudden movement caught his left eye, a tiny, delicate gray mouse with improbably long 
whiskers, darting for hole at the base of one of the fence stakes. Without thinking, he dove, 
landing atop it and pinning it to the ground with his teeth; snapping its neck before it had the 
chance to register what had happened, he swiftly impaled it on a barbed wire prong.  
The sound of yelling pulled him from the moment. “Hey! Sir! Are you alright? I’m 
coming towards you.” Clearly demarcated dread arose in Downy’s human mind, and he turned. 
A highway patrol officer walked toward him from the interstate, perhaps fifty meters away. His 
shirt lay at his feet; hastily, he reached down and grabbed it, pulling it on, adrenaline of a new 
sort catapulting through his body.  
“I’m alright.” He called, attempting to sound normal. He buttoned the four remaining 





“I saw you out here yelling and doing something strange on the ground.” The cop, a burly 
nondescript middle-aged man, kept his left hand on his gun as he marched slowly forward.  
“I’m fine sir! Really. I just got some bad news and I was afraid I was going to pass out, 
so I had to get low. I pulled off to get some air.”  
The cop stopped fifteen meters from him. Downy brought his hands up to his neck, 
pretending to message it, covering the white feathers which poked out of his shirt. 
“You’re sure you’re alright, son?” the cop asked, again, seeming to relax when he got 
close enough to Downy to see his face.  
“Yessir, I’ll be alright,” He nodded encouragingly. “I’ll drive on as soon as I’m feeling 
calmer.”  
“Why’d you take your shirt off?”  
“I get claustrophobic sometimes when I’m upset.” The officer seemed to accept this.  
“Alright. But I hope I don’t see you here in half an hour when I come back this way.” 
Keeping his hand on his gun, the officer took two long steps backward, and then turned, walking 
briskly back towards his car.  
Downy drove the last hour to Flagstaff with his shirt off and the windows down, deciding 
he didn’t care if people stared—an officer, who’d seen him from behind, had let him go. Did this 
mean the feathers weren’t real, that he was, in fact, as completely insane as the rest of his 
family? Was Mossy—Mossy—the sanest person left in the family? He no longer felt sure what to 
worry most about, a condition not improved by his excruciating headache, which seemed to fully 
wrap around his skull and extend down his spine, pulsing with his too-fast heartbeat, making him 




“Ash could see the feathers; Ash could see the feathers; Ash can see the feathers,” he 
whispered it to himself like a mantra through the heat and anxiety and nausea. Mossy was still 
crazier than him, as illustrated by her activities this morning. What was she doing talking to their 
mother about his personal life? The more he thought about it, the angrier it made him. 
He wasn’t crazy; he was just turning into a bird. Only worry about what is real. Forget 
about everything else. You can’t afford to start taking Mom’s shit seriously. Calm down.  
Half an hour from Flagstaff, he put on his shirt and stopped at a gas station for pain-
killers and a gallon of cold water, and spent a few dazed minutes walking up and down isles of 
junk food, squinting at the glare off brightly colored plastic candy wrappers, messaging his neck 
through his scarf, dimly appreciating the air conditioner, while he tried to remember if he’d eaten 
breakfast. Ultimately, he decided to buy a super-sized bag of peanut M&Ms to bolster the 
acetaminophen as it entered his stomach, even though a part of him thought it was ridiculous to 
worry about harming his stomach at a time like this.  
The candy briefly boosted his energy, and the painkillers softened the edges of the ache a 
bit, so he felt like he could think rationally again, although the subterranean threat of pain 
lingered in his skull and neck, which he tried to hold straighter while he drove—maybe the neck 
pain came from the strange tendency he’d recently developed to hold his neck craned forward. A 
mummified feeling came with the acetaminophen, a stagnant sensation that, while better than 
throbbing agony, felt gross, like he’d spent too much time staring at a computer screen. He 
decided to go to Oak Creek Canyon before he went back to his long-empty apartment, find a 
secluded spot to maybe dip his head in the water, and see if he could find a Red-faced Warbler 
(his favorite warbler, which did not occur in the parts of New Mexico where they’d worked) to 




In Oak Creek Canyon, he found chose a vacant pullout at the downhill end of a blind 
curve in the upper reaches of the canyon, and, sweltering in his shirt and scarf, picked a careful 
path in the direction of the water through the shiny, robust poison ivy—some of it nearly waist 
high—which made up the majority understory of the mixed coniferous and deciduous woods 
protecting the creek, hoping that such an unpleasant approach might dissuade other people from 
trying to use this patch of creek for recreation.   
He found a Red-faced Warbler nearly immediately—an adult male, its head a tiny red 
flag flitting about in a Ponderosa, entirely silent. Wishing Ash could see it, he thought to himself 
that the bird seemed pretty exuberant, even if the complexity of the concept of exuberance was 
probably lost on it. 
Steller’s Jay. White-breasted Nuthatch. Warbling Vireo.  
Breeding season had passed, and the birds had all but ceased their intricate music, their 
calls to mate. It was also mid-afternoon, a time most avian life reserved for napping off their 
extended breakfasts. The avian sounds around him now sounded subdued, as if they couldn’t be 
bothered to interrupt their napping and fattening up for migration with frivolous song. The time 
for sexual activity had passed.  
“I don’t feel the way you do,” he told the flitting warbler, and the birds at large. “If Ash 
was here, I’d consider fucking her right here in this poison ivy.”  
Selecting a small, secluded, solitary pool amid delicate water plants, shaded by tall velvet 
ash and narrow leafed cottonwood, Downy cast off his scarf and shoes and sat on a rock beside 
the stream, letting his eyes un-focus on the water as it pooled and glittered, heading south. He 
tried to picture Ash’s face but could only pull up a mental image of her eyes, the color of heavily 




Sandstone. He tried to picture her ass, but his mind rendered only an enormous peach—the color 
of the lighter Navajo Sandstone.  
American Dipper, calling downstream. He smiled, wondering if Ash had ever seen a 
Dipper, a species of passerine—as unique as the Loggerhead Shrike—which made its living 
swimming—fully submerged like fishing duck or grebe—after water bugs in cool, fast flowing 
streams. Once, Downy had witnessed three young Dippers playing in a sloping waterfall on the 
Yuba River in California, chasing one another through the fierce current, heading upstream. He 
had the utmost respect for the species.  
Downy decided to risk taking off his shirt to let the breeze cross his feathers, the way he 
saw it crossing the tall, seeding grass on the stream banks, which undulated and rippled, making 
the grass appear as one singularity rather than many. Shirt off, he felt the feathers expanded 
outward, into the air, catching the energy of the wind. He had always loved the sensation of his 
chest hair blowing in a breeze, and the feeling of the wind catching his feathers  
blissful, leap hop lift over—wet dense green, towards open water, pause, launch, 
delectable cool submerged rest from heat—bathing, plunging into beneath, part of cool 
movement, wet, erupting out, preening shaking, smoothing, clean, clean, chilly bliss—elation, all 
of it, all of him, hop, hop, heated rock warm belly, wings spread to dry—hot brilliant sky waiting, 
being, drying—to fly, clean, hunt—perch above wide green pulsing movement—ruffling feathers, 
gripping toes, stable, watching, staring, waiting  
  
Pablo stood on across the bank from the large man standing in the tree with his toes curled 
around the branch, watching. He had followed the border of the wet place and the solid ground, 




space was not very wide, and Pablo noticed that when the water moved faster, it shrunk, and the 
water grew bumps and was scary. He preferred the places where the in-between section was 
widest, like here, where electric green plants made the top of the water seem like land when it 
wasn’t. The man was very still but then! 
  The man jumped out of the tree and grabbed the little bird right out of the air with his big 
white hands! Turned, forcing the bird’s tiny body down onto a small branch at the bottom of the 
tree he’d been standing in! In a panic, Pablo jumped behind the trunk of tree, but he peered out 
from behind to keep watching as the little bird jerked on the twig. Pablo thought it was surprised, 
but then it stopped twitching. Pablo had seen this before when his dog friend, Bello, went for a 
walk by himself on the highway and got hit by a car and then twitched for a while before falling 
asleep and never waking up, so Papa had put him in a hole behind the house.  
Pablo felt so sad for the bird, he didn’t notice anything else weird about the man right 
away, but then the man crouched over the still bird stuck on the tree and ripped off one of the 
black and white bird’s wings with his teeth and Pablo realize that his back was gray and not same 
shape as Papa’s back. Pablo pressed his body closer to the hard, cool trunk of the tree he hid 
behind and squinted at the man, trying to understand what he saw. The man had feathers like the 
bird he had caught, except bigger, and gray. The man tilted his head back, so Pablo could see the 
tiny bird’s wing sticking out of his mouth, but after a moment the man coughed, and the wing 
fell on the ground. The man confused Pablo. He wore shorts like Papa and had hair under his 
armpits like Papa too. It was only his back that seemed weird, with those big feathers, and the 
strange lumps on his shoulders…  
The man was eating the bird now, Pablo could tell. He’d never seen a person eat like this 




on the man’s face. Pablo started crying, and he couldn’t stop even after the man stopped eating 
the bird and climbed back up in the tree to stand completely still in the tree again, staring at the 
ground. After a while the man jumped down and grabbed something else Pablo couldn’t see 
becuase it was too small and jammed the thing on a twig like he had the bird. This time, the man 
didn’t eat it whateve he’d caught. Instead, he climbed back up into the tree. Pablo noticed that 
there were more little animals he hadn’t seen because he got distracted by the bird on the twigs at 
the bottom of the tree. There was a snake, and some small things that Pablo didn’t know. 
 After a while, Pablo stopped crying. He felt tired of watching the man standing still 
staring at the ground and started to miss his Mama. He felt hungry. He moved away from the tree 
base to follow the place where the water met the dirt, trying to remember which way Mamma 
was. He remembered walking the way the water went, so he turned to walk against the water. 
When he took a step in the direction, something hard snapped beneath his foot.  
 
Pay attention, attention to the sound—succulent! Pudgy, exposed flesh; tear it there, or there, or 
there; fly it up here, impale it, eat, tear, snack now, later, big juicy tender snack—calculate, that 
angle or this one, distances to navigate, fly—this prey, could he land on its neck fast across the 
water pin it to 
 “Eres un hombre?” A child’s voice, high and musical, glided across the stream, colliding 
with Downy’s skull and ears uncomfortably. He shook his head aggressively as if it could get rid 
of the sound; he should not take this prey—it expected him, it saw him.  
 “Entonces, que eres?” Peculiar disappointment swamped Downy, gradually replaced by 
alarm as his mind rearranged itself frantically. This is a human boy, a voice representing some 




danger, had taken Downy’s head shake for a no. The child had moved his eyes off Downy to 
peer behind him, squinting a little.  
Out of his peripheral vision, keeping his eyes on the boy, Downy registered his cache—
the remains of the chickadee, two large grasshoppers, a mouse, a bit of a small snake, and the 
head and thorax of a sphinx moth—and the fact that he stood topless, balanced on a branch five 
feet above ground. A soft fuzz affixed to his front teeth from the sphinx moth’s abdomen, and a 
sweet, meaty, slightly metallic taste lingered in his mouth like a craving. He heard the crunch 
and crackle of breaking tree limbs and rustling leaves and a worried female voice calling, 
“Pablo! Pablo!”  
Without stopping to think too much about it, a heavy dose of adrenaline gushing from his 
adrenal glands, he jumped down from the branch and ran, leaving his shoes, scarf, and shirt on 
the rock where he’d initially sat, disregarding the poison ivy understory as he made for the road. 
A car raced by as he reached his truck, and he ducked behind the cab to avoid being seen; as 
soon as the car passed he jumped in his truck, pulled an unsafe U-turn across highway 89, forced 
to back and fill twice—part of him hoping he’d get t-boned by a vacationing corporate CEO 
driving too fast around the blind corner and vanish from consciousness—and then floored it 
toward Flagstaff.  
When he got to the top of the Mogollon Rim, back into service, he called Mossy with 
shaking hands, momentarily forgetting everything but his desire to release the weight of his 
recent experience.  
 “Hello?” Her voice sounded funny.   
 “I think I just thought about eating a kid!” The wearing-off adrenaline felt like caffeine 




 “What?!”  
 “I thought about eating a kid! I think I planned out how I would catch and eat a child!” 
He couldn’t stop rubbing his tongue over the back of his front teeth, which felt strange, coated in 
sphinx month fuzz.  
 “Got the basics, can you give me more specifics?” She sounded maddeningly blasé.   
 “I’m having a terrible day. Terrible.”  
 “Specifics.”  
 “I drove in my truck without air-conditioning all the way from Santa Fe to Flagstaff and 
it’s hot as balls, and I left my girlfriend—”  
 “Which leads you to how and when you felt the urge to eat a child?” The lack of 
sympathy in her voice set him on edge; he wondered if she’d been drinking. The geometry of the 
thinned, third-growth ponderosa he drove through, usually calming, grated his nerves with its 
regularity. Suddenly, he clearly remembered his conversation with his mother and Mossy’s 
betrayal.  “I guess it stands to reason that you might consider eating a toddler,” Mossy continued, 
performatively. “Assuming you’re transforming into a man-sized shrike, and not about to shrink, 
they’re definitely right around the edge of your conceivable meal size.” How did she know he 
was turning into a shrike? He wasn’t even sure he was turning into a shrike.  
 “You’re not helping me feel better,” he said, abruptly bristling. 
 “Didn’t know I was obligated to.” The self-righteous tone of her voice peeved him.  
“Don’t be self-righteous,” he snapped at her.  
 “Me self-righteous?” Now she sounded smug to him. Sweat leaked down his sides from 
his armpits.  “You’re the most oblivious, self-righteous, selfish person I know.” She had been 




 “You’ve been drinking.” He couldn’t handle this right now. He’d just wanted support 
from someone safe, but now he remembered he was angry at her, and Mossy was no good to 
anyone drunk.   
 “You always accuse me of drinking like I’m some little, stupid—”  
 “You’re acting fucking belligerent!”  
 “No, no I’m not! I’m not! You didn’t call me for five fucking weeks, you just leave me 
alone—next door to Mom, I might add—with the knowledge that something is seriously fucking 
wrong with you—you’re growing feathers? And impaling shit? What? And then you accuse me 
of being drunk when I’m just a little bit understandably fucking pissed off!” Her words slurred 
together more the faster she talked. She launched on. “You’re Mom’s child through and though 
Downy. You don’t give a fuck about me, all you care about is yourself and getting some nice, 
fresh, new, exotic ass.”  
 “Don’t talk about Ash like that!” He could feel the rage building in his extremities. Just 
hang up on her and call back sometime when she’s sober, a reasonable part of his mind 
whispered. He ignored it. “I don’t see how acting racist and belittling gives you back your 
pathetic sense of p—”  
 “Me, racist?” Mossy thundered. Downy tried to sit up straighter without crushing his 
budding tail, the ache of his spine feeling unbearable in the heat. He tapped the speaker phone 
icon and held his phone out the window for a moment, letting the sweat dry on the shattered 
screen. He could hear Mossy yelling at him but couldn’t hear what she said. When he stopped 





 “You just put me out the window while I yelled, didn’t you?” Mossy sounded livid—the 
place she went when she got beyond raging and went quiet. He wished she hadn’t been drinking; 
it made her volatile and unpredictable.  
 “Mossy I have to go.” He wanted to yell at her about her transgression of talking to their 
mother, wanted to ask her how she, of all people, could make him vulnerable to Ava, but he had 
enough experience with drunk Mossy to know better, even now, in crises. 
 “No. You can’t go. You’re never going to fucking call me again. You’re a shitty, selfish 
asshole.”  
 He tried to talk to her reasonably. “That’s really harsh. And honestly, not that specifi—”  
 “Fine. You’re a mentally weak, emotionally unstable, pussy whipped, del—”   
 “Stop it. You’re hardly one to judge me. You told Mom about my feathers! She called me 
and I made the mistake of answering and…” He lost his train of thought for a moment, took a 
few gasping breathes, trying to keep the anger from obscuring his vision, and then continued. 
“And during that unpleasant little conversation Ava told me that you lied about Ra; you’re no 
one to judge anyone else for being mentally weak and emotionally unstable—and certainly no 
one to judge me for my taste in sex partners.” The silence that stretched across the other end of 
the line alarmed him. He shouldn’t have brought Ra up; it hadn’t mattered to him when the cult 
split up why it had split up, because he hadn’t wanted to be there at all, with those weird people 
who watched him all the time. He was just angry that she’d told Ava about the feathers, but he 
wasn’t even sure how angry, because he hadn’t had enough time to really process. After a long 
silence, he said, “look I’m sorry. I only sort of meant that. I still don’t blame you for what 




He approached the outskirts of Flagstaff. Mossy said nothing. Acid anticipation dripped 
in his stomach. The trouble with fighting with Mossy when she was drunk—Mossy in general—
was that at some point, she committed fully to being irrational if it meant feeling like she’d won 
the fight.  
 “Clearly, ya did.” Mossy said, finally. There was a hysterical edge to her voice that 
alarmed Downy significantly.  
 “Moss, I’m—”  
 “Fuck you Downy. Don’t call me.”  
 “What? Why?”  
 “I thought you were on my side. Clearly, you’re not. So, we’re done. You don’t respect 
me enough to keep me in the loop about your life—”  
“Respect? You told mom about my situation without—” Mossy plowed on, ignoring him.  
“And you clearly don’t respect me enough not to mention—and blame me for! –the 
single most traumatic event in my entire life. Or even enough to call me when you know I’m 
worried about you. I thought you respected me more than Mom, loved me even, but clearly not. 
So, fuck you, Downy, we’re done.” His phone beeped twice, and she was gone.  
He covered his eyes with one hand—peering through a sliver between two of his fingers 
at the road—and groaned deep in his throat, gritting his teeth. Irritation at his mother swelled in 
him—surely, if he hadn’t made the mistake of answering the phone when she called, none of this 
would have happened. He wouldn’t know to be angry at Mossy, and he never would have made 
that comment about Ra. A searing pain shot down his spine.  




He needed Ash. If Ash were here, none of this would have happened. If Ash were here, 
he wouldn’t have called Mossy. God, he hated the way the conversations with his family had 
gone this afternoon. Why couldn’t he just go back and correct them, or not call in the first place? 
Now, he had to spend all sorts of mental energy processing how much of it had been his fault, 
and how much of it had been his family’s fault, and how serious the damage was, and he 
couldn’t afford to spend any more energy on anything else.   
 
When he arrived at his apartment, barefoot and topless, he draped himself in a wool blanket that 
he kept behind the seat of his truck, so that only his face and bare feet were exposed and walked 
quickly up the stairs to his second-floor apartment. Upon entering, he found that a pipe had been 
leaking under his kitchen sink for the last month or two—since sometime after he’d left in 
spring—and that his whole apartment smelled like mildew. He stood in the door way for a 
couple of minutes, surveying his sparse, unfamiliar space, before rooting around in the closet 
beside the door for a pair of old sneakers and a scarf (the only other one he had: loosely knit 
orange wool), closing and locking the door, and retreating to his truck, where he rooted around in 
his things for a backup button up shirt with a collar. Even without the smell of mildew, the idea 
of living inside the dark hole of his apartment seemed stifling, repugnant. And he couldn’t be 
trusted to live near people; a neighbor down the hall had a child fresh out of infancy. The space 
was unsafe—for him and everyone else, if he didn’t get a handle on his changing mind. And 
even if living in town made his mind less likely to switch, maybe he didn’t want to live that way, 
stuck inside, in constant fear of doing something he wouldn’t remember later...  
 When he walked into the grocery store ten minutes later, he already sweated from 




wearing the orange wool scarf. He’d chosen an upscale grocery store, in hopes of finding some 
sort of new-aged scarf and maybe buying an ethically-sourced piece of meat. Vegetables, and 
fruits, he needed to buy them too, if he went camping, which was his plan—to drive out a forest 
road along the rim and find a bad two track to bomb down, somewhere he was less likely to see 
people, probably somewhere without flowing water. 
 
He found a suitable camp amid a clump of New Mexico Locust, near the top of a dry canyon 
with a sketchy two track—the kind only an extreme 4x4 vehicle could manage—that descended 
less than a mile into the canyon. Walking another quarter mile down into the canyon on an 
almost-path from where the track ended, he came upon a small spring burbling up from an 
unremarkable patch of sand—just a trickle, but still, water. Delicate yellow mimulus flowers 
bloomed cautiously at one edge. The place pleased him, and he felt suddenly calm, the food from 
his morning hunt digesting comfortably in his stomach. He could stay here. The canyon walls 
weren’t flashy—yellowish white sandstone, hardly any exposed—and the canyon offered much 
less scenic views of the Verde Valley than many other places along this part of the rim. There 
was no reason for anyone to come down here, and if they did, the canyon would catch the sound 
of the vehicle approaching well before it arrived. Plus, the track was badly rutted and 
treacherous.  
 After he’d made his decision, he drove cautiously back up the track to the road that cut 
along the edge of the rim to find cell service to call Ash. When he found a bar about a mile up 
the road, he made the call, listening to the artificial ring sound once, twice, three, four times 
before he heard Ash’s voice on the other side of the line.  




 “Um…” He wondered what to tell her and opted for just the basics; no need to trouble 
her with the disasters of his morning, none of which had lasting consequences which concerned 
her. “I just wanted to let you know that I’ve decided to start camping right away. A pipe burst in 
my apartment and it’s gross and mildewy in there, so…”  
 “Okay.” He could register no tone of pleasure in hearing from him in her voice, and the 
calm he’d carefully gathered while he investigated a place to camp started to dribble from him.  
 “Ah, I just…I don’t think your car can make it on the road…so I.” He felt embarrassed 
for having called her the first day they were apart; she must think him weak, overeager. Women 
hated overeager. “Do you know when you’re planning on…?” Just say you’ll come right now.  
 “If you give me directions to wherever you think I should park my car, I’ll meet you there 
at dusk in five days.” Still, he couldn’t read her emotions. “Unless something comes up. Maybe 
check your messages in a couple of days? I can let you know for certain by then.” Five days?! 
How was he supposed to make it that long, when in a single day without her so much had gone 
so catastrophically wrong? He gritted his teeth, and inhaled through them, making a hissing 
sound.  











CHAPTER 13: IMMERSION 
The Southwest, September  
Ash lay on her belly with her cheek pressed against cool hardwood, the living room floor of the 
house she’d lived in during college, where her best friends Tashi and Seymore, who were a 
couple now, still lived. She’d come to visit specifically to talk to Tashi on this living room floor; 
the combination of Tashi and this room had long acted as a source of clarity for Ash. Something 
about the hard wood complemented Tashi’s incisive wisdom.  
 “You’re considering turning down an offer to go on a paid outdoor vacation and the sex 
is good? What am I missing?” Tashi was from Chama, New Mexico, with Spanish heritage in 
addition to ancestry from several of the Northern New Mexican tribes. She’d been in a cultural 
rage crisis since mid-way through college, and after four years of reading any indigenous 
literature she could find and volumes of critical race theory, had spent the past year reading 
Western philosophy—Descartes, Bacon, Locke, Smith, Friedman, that brand—trying to 
understand the mind of the enemy. The structure of the systems of control interested her 
primarily; Tashi would go to go to law school in fall, and she wanted a well-rounded macro 
perspective before she dove into battle. Lying now on a mustard-colored love seat, her long 
plaits draped over the back, she furrowed her brow at Ash. “Ash, capital is capital. We’re never 
going to get it completely free, it doesn’t work that way. And it’s true that part of Western 
Culture’s trap is equating money with freedom. But still—practical doesn’t stop being practical 
just because it’s dirty. Why would you turn down a break?”  
 “Because there’s a fucking relationship involved! And the potential of care-taking.” Ash 
scrunched her forehead up and banged it plaintively against the floor.  




 “He caught some weird bird bacteria, that’s messing up his spine and neck and back.” It 
never felt right to Ash to lie to someone with whom she felt mutual trust, even if the alternative 
was breaking a serious secret. Ash didn’t like the necessity for bullshit, hated that so much of the 
time people told one another bullshit stories, which turned life into an agony of picking through 
illusions.  
“But you can’t catch it, right?” Tashi wasn’t a hypochondriac, which was why Ash had 
chosen this particular twist of the almost-truth.  
 “No.” Unless I’m pregnant. Ash shook her head against the floorboards, creating friction 
and heat, banishing the thought. Her period, usually as regular as the moon cycles, was two days 
late, but stress could do that, and transition. It had happened to her before.  
 “And what’s the worst thing that could happen?” Tashi asked, practically.  
 “I could end up being the caretaker for a very different man than the one I just had a fun 
summer fling with.” Tashi nodded, contemplatively, staring at the thick, gnarly vigas—one of 
the main reasons, besides convenient location, that they’d originally rented this house.  
 “Would he pay you to take care of him?” Tashi asked. Ash rolled onto her side and 
squinted at Tashi, who tipped her head back down to meet Ash’s eyes.  
 “You want me to ask him to pay me?”  
 “I mean, if he needs to be taken care of, why wouldn’t you?” Tashi asked the question 
like Ash was being unreasonable, which both irked and comforted her.  
 “Isn’t that…” She paused, trying to find the words to express her discomfort with this 
idea. “Squicky? To go from lover to paid caretaker? Doesn’t that change the whole dynamic of 




 “Do you have a problem with sex work?” Tashi pulled her legs up onto the couch and 
crossed them, messaging her left foot slightly.  
 “I didn’t say sex work exactly, but no—is your foot okay?”  
“Yeah, just tight.” It felt incredibly good to Ash to lie on the floor of this house and have 
an honest conversation with someone who understood her and whom she trusted, to the familiar 
backdrop of enthusiastically singing House Finches and chattering House Sparrows, in a house 
that smelled like burned white sage and potting soil.  
 “I’m just not sure how I feel about making an intimately, sexual relationship about 
capitalism. I don’t want to train myself to associate sex and money. That’s not the world I want 
to create for myself.” Tashi pulled her braids back over the couch and pulled on them, nodding at 
Ash silently for a moment before saying: 
 “Okay, that makes sense to me. Then I say bail out before you become caretaker; go on 
the free adventure, let the fling go another month, leave if shit starts getting weird.” Ash heaved 
herself up to pace the edge of the room, nodding slightly. She felt validated; one thing that life 
with Downy in the field lacked was a conversation partner who she felt understood by.  
 “What are you doing tomorrow?” she asked, stopping in front of Tashi, stealing her sore 
foot to massage it. “Want to go hike somewhere beautiful and go skinny dipping?  
 Tashi cocked her head at Ash, grinning. “I think I can give you priority.”  
 
Following his phone conversation with Ash, Downy trudged back to camp walked his tent back 
into the locust grove, to a small grassy clearing amid shrubby locust sprouts. The species spread 
by root, so that from a single well-established tree, a whole grove of smaller trees bloomed. In 




covered in long, sharp spines. Though not presently blooming, the grove reminded him of spring, 
which made him feel safe for some reason. 
 He woke the first morning out feeling alert and refreshed, slightly less panic-stricken 
about the previous day’s catastrophes. If felt good to be alone, somewhere he didn’t need to 
worry so much about his hunched back and burgeoning wing numbs.  
 The dry canyon bottom was soft sand, gradually-sloping, interrupted by brief, sheer 
exposures of volcanic rock. Downy knew little of geology; it felt impossible to keep the scale 
and shape of it, conceptually, in his head, though he’d loved searching for fossils with his father 
as a child and kept a box of trilobites from the Great Basin in a box in the bathroom closet in his 
apartment. He felt pleased with himself when he managed to remember a geologic story, but the 
story here on the rim had always felt too large to unravel—as if, in order to understand the 
stories of the exposures he saw hiking, he’d have to understand the history of the entire Colorado 
Plateau. It felt easier to stick to things that presently grew, species that wouldn’t be fossilized for 
millions of years, or ever, depending on how things went.  
After a leisurely breakfast, he decided to go birding down canyon, despite the fact that it 
was the middle of the day, too hot for many birds. He unbuttoned his shirt and took off his shoes, 
smeared his face and chest with bright-white zinc-based sunscreen, not bothering to rub it in 
thoroughly, saddled himself with his binocular harness, pushed a tiny notebook in his back 
pocket, shoved his phone in his glovebox, chugged two full Nalgene’s of water, and then—
tossing the empty water bottle into the back of his truck—ventured down the canyon. He decided 
to leave his scarf behind; if he heard anyone coming, he would simply hide. The day felt fecund 
around him; monsoon rains made the transition zone feel subtropical. Delicate vines wound their 




of warm sand that coated the base of the canyon, lay a deep, cool, wet layer. He was still high 
enough up that Mingus Mountain, across the Verde Valley, appeared small.  
He tried to listen to what species surrounded him as he walked, but his mind hummed 
bothersomely. Most pressing on his mind were his family troubles. He wondered how angry he 
should be at Mossy, and how long she would stay angry with him. He still didn’t know how to 
feel about their fight. On the one hand, her words about Ash had been entirely out of line, and 
she’d had no right to insult him like that—or tell Ava his personal business! On the other hand, if 
he tried to put himself in her shoes, he could understand why she was so upset with him. He 
hadn’t been doing a good job thinking about other people lately. Mossy was right; he was selfish, 
completely preoccupied with his own struggle. And Ava probably would have found out 
eventaully anyway; she was his mother. He wished Mossy hadn’t been drunk when they talked 
though. It was difficult to get accurate read on her drunk. Maybe he would call her back in a few 
days to test the waters.   
It felt good to move his body, but his back and neck still hurt badly, the consequence of 
his spine changing shape. When would the transformation stop? What if his life was at risk? If he 
thought about it honestly, he had to admit it was a strong possibility. He hadn’t called his father 
in five years. What if he died having never fixed his relationship with the person who had given 
him his first pair of binoculars? Mossy called Dad! Mossy had always been a better person than 
Downy. It was just alcohol that made her irrational and self-destructive and crazy. He shouldn’t 
have said those things about her and Ra; he hadn’t meant them, and he knew how sensitive she 
felt about Ra, mostly because of Ava. And Downy had to imagine that losing one’s virginity to a 
manipulative false-guru at the age of twelve—regardless of the circumstance—would damage a 




it hadn’t been nearly as bad as Mossy’s. Although now, he thought, Mossy should admit that his 
situation was worse than hers. He had wing buds and back feathers, and their psycho mother 
thought he was some sort of Ra-induced prophet.  
 He couldn’t handle his mind. He began to run down the canyon, holding his binoculars in 
his hands to avoid them smacking against his bare chest and bruising it. He picked up speed 
rapidly as the canyon slope grew steeper, dodging around boulders and fallen vegetal detritus, 
which added a feeling of sprinting through an obstacle course, forcing him to pay attention to his 
surroundings rather than the incessant barrage of his mind. A fluffy family of clouds passed over 
the Verde Valley below him, dropping a thin walking rain that obscured the other side of the 
valley, and he ran faster, hoping that he might catch the rain, be drenched of his sins and 
uncertainties—maybe even his feathers and sprouting tail. What if soon, he could no longer run? 
He should run and run now. Sweat poured from his armpits and pressed its way through the 
grease of the sunscreen, running down through the feathers. The sound of the air plunging 
around him made him 
 fly feathers sleek rush tingling warmth shadows pass over soaring, searching—hungry, 
irritated, always ravenous, fast prey evade him, he dives for a mouse and misses, encumbered by 
weight on his chest, throwing it aside, in the air he’s freedom, hunting, searching, he dives for a 
lizard, misses—sand in his mouth he gags, the air still damp ripe, sun dappling—a tall tree for 
hunting! Where are his wings, not grown; he climbs towards the sky in the rich scent of bark, 
swaying breeze lifting his feathers. Staring, invisible…Diving, awkward velocity. What is this 
shit? Air behaving wrong; practice, practice.  
He arrives back at language for a moment clutching the broken neck of a young jack 




rabbit’s glossy fur and young skin, because the blood’s still hot in there. Holding the limp rabbit  
 eat it, no save it for later, low, cache, convenient location released pressure. Poor form. 
Blood, blood and warm liver. Practice; practice.  
 
He fully reentered his mind just before dusk, when the light left his perch. An adjustment 
suddenly occurred somewhere in his brain or body and he came to, all the way Downy—and 
disoriented. He stood perched on a ponderosa branch about eight feet above the ground, and he 
bled from his shins, knees, and one of his shoulders beneath the feathers. His body felt bruised in 
several places and his stomach uncomfortably full—something stuck in his throat. Steadying 
himself on the trunk of the tree, he squinted up into the sky. A kettle of vultures circled slightly 
down canyon, their large, v-shaped forms tilting back and forth, cutting the sky. Thinking he saw 
stripes of white on one of the bird’s tails, he reached instinctively for his binoculars, only to 
realize he wasn’t wearing them—or any shirt.  
 A spasm seized him, and he coughed, violently, his body trying to force whatever was 
lodged in his throat up or down. He gagged, several times, wiling himself not to vomit up 
whatever he was so full of, and after several contractions of his throat, a nondescript bone about 
an inch and a half long slid into his mouth with some thick mucus. He sucked on the bone, 
surveying patch of chaparral below. His mouth tasted slightly bitter, and the threat of nausea 
triggered by the gagging lingered. He felt too dazed to feel anything much except surprise to be 
back in his mind. 
 On some level, he felt impressed by his work; the vultures were probably there because 
of him. He appeared to have impaled an entire family of jack rabbits; no small feat considering 




relatively untouched, their limp bodies impaled on neighboring agaves, each speared in multiple 
places on robust light blue blades, like they’d fallen on a bed of daggers. The places where their 
insides showed were so coated with flies, he could see the dark patches on the otherwise light 
hides of the rabbits from his perch. The other two jack rabbits—one impaled on a third agave, 
the other on a dead spear of scrub oak—were in pieces, what remained of their tender insides 
being sucked dry by flies and open air. A fit of giggles overcame him and he sat down hard the 
branch, spitting out the bone in his laugher, legs dangling. A cottontail, its head wripped from its 
spine, rested loosely on a smaller agave.  
 He climbed down cautiously, the wounds on his legs and shoulder throbbing slightly, 
noticing that his bare feet felt sore; he remembered leaving his shoes at the truck this morning. 
He thought it was maybe four. The shrike spell had lasted hours—six or seven he thought. He 
suspected he should feel alarmed, frightened even, but, minus the physical pain, he felt content, 
filled with a lingering sense that he’d just passed an afternoon well-spent. Stepping gingerly, he 
picked his way through shrubbery lining the sandy canyon bottom, trying to locate his shirt and 
binoculars, still chortling with laugher occasionally. He didn’t know where the laughter came 
from, and he couldn’t stop it.  
 He found his binoculars lying in the center of the draw about a half mile up canyon from 
where he’d come to, underneath another pioneering ponderosa, braving the frontier of its range. 
The binoculars lay beside the remains of what looked like a junco—he made the assessment by 
its one remaining wing, though he thought with a stab of regret that it might also be a Black-
chinned Sparrow. The throb of the cuts had begun to preoccupy him, and his mouth felt 




thankfully fine, he took a final look back down canyon at the kettle of vultures, seeking the 
Zone-tailed Hawk but finding none.  
 He thought a great deal about how thirsty he felt walking back up to the truck. The desire 
for water gnawed on him, diverting his attention from his whirring mind, which had a lot to work 
on. He’d committed mass murder this afternoon and enjoyed himself. Yesterday, there had been 
that fight with Mossy, and their mother’s insanity; plus, he had to remember that he’d considered 
eating a child. The soles of his feet hurt. When would this madness stop? Each day the crazy 
intensified. This afternoon he’d killed four jackrabbits and thinking about it still made him want 
to giggle for some reason. He had problems beyond the pressing issue of dehydration.   
 When he got back to the truck, he opened his tail-gate and leaned against it. He searched 
around one of his messy tote boxes for a lime and some salt, which he added liberally to a liter of 
water before chugging until he gasped, and then refilling the bottle again. His stomach felt a little 
funky; the potential consequences of his eating choices started to worry him. He tried hard not to 
think too much about what might happen if he’d eaten an unhealthy animal; he didn’t trust his 
immune system to deal with the potential consequences of ingesting a sick rodent raw; he wished 
he could remember if he’d eaten any brain or intestines—he knew there’d been some exposed 
organs on the jack rabbits below his final perch, but he could remember. He hoped he’d avoided 
buttholes.  
 But even with his jabbering, clattering mind, he couldn’t seem to feel bad about his 
afternoon. The truth was, though he could remember only snippets of it—coming to with his 
hands around a young jack rabbit’s neck, his teeth pressed against the nape of another warm 
neck—he remembered enjoying it. The last of the day’s light rimmed the western horizon, 




tongue over his teeth (which felt slightly fuzzy) and contemplating the sky, he got up and dug 
through his glovebox to find his toothbrush, headlamp and first aid kit. The cab of his truck 
looked like a tornado had gone through; clothes, field guides and loose data sheets littered the 
passenger seat and floor. He’d have to deal with that at some point before Ash arrived. If she 
arrived.  
 Shoving down a wave of anxiety at the thought of Ash—arriving or not arriving—he sat 
back on the tailgate of the truck and brushed his teeth, taking care to spray the spit and toothpaste 
in such a way that it left no trace, and then started to work cleaning and disinfecting cuts, first 
pouring water over them and scrubbing them with the shirt he’d worn the previous day, then 
pouring peroxide and watching the wounds fizz pink under the light of his headlamp. None of 
the injuries seemed bad except maybe the one on his shoulder, awkwardly positioned in his 
feathers where he couldn’t see it. When he poured the peroxide onto his back, it rushed down 
between the feathers, chilly and tingling, making him shiver a little.  
 A bite entered the air—he supposed it was September now, the first or second of the 
month—and the night was eerily silent. A lone cricket chirped hopefully nearby; no friends or 
competitors joined him in song. Any close owls kept their business private. The peculiar elation 
which had chased Downy back up the canyon sank low with the stinging peroxide, vanishing 
into the fog of his aching body and logical anxieties.  
 He had taken too many stupid risks since he left Ash; he needed to get his head straight 
again. Who knew what could have happened to him—physically—spending a day jumping out 
of ponderosas onto animals? He could easily have broken a bone or gotten bitten by a rabid 
animal and never made it back up the canyon. What had he been thinking? The past twenty-four 




who’d stopped had noticed his feathers or seen him impale the mouse? What if someone had 
come upon him today? What if he was arrested for trying to attack a child?  
 Maybe he should write Mossy a letter explaining everything; that way, he would have 
control over the conversation, and she would have the opportunity to understand his experience. 
Maybe he could fix things between them that way, maybe it would help him think. Yes, he 
would do that. He just had to find some paper. 
 After some searching, he found some blank data sheets with nothing on the back, a 
clipboard, and a pen, propped a pillow up against his cooler—jammed up against of other stuff in 
the back of his truck, so it didn’t slide when he leaned on it—and put another pillow under his 
butt and set to work on the letter. The wing buds still seemed to do okay when he leaned against 
them, but the beginnings of the tail were problematic if he didn’t keep a big cushion under his 
ass.  
 He wrote for a long time, without thinking too much about what he said, writing to keep 
himself moored, until his hand started to hurt, and through the words pouring from his mind and 
human fingers, he regained calm. If he turned into a bird—and lived—he wouldn’t care. He’d 
just be.  
 He feared the idea of losing Ash and Mossy if he kept charging down this unknown path, 
but in the calm generated through writing, by looking fully and directly at what was before him, 
and all the evidence he had, he had to admit to himself that even that wouldn’t be so bad if the 
alternative to his human life was his other mind. He wouldn’t care about Ash anymore, or his 
family. All of the self-grasping, the attachment to outcomes, the guilt and the shame and the 
longing for possession of that which could not be contained or controlled—love, belonging, 




from that mind meant deliverance from the sources of his greatest discomfort. He should just 
enjoy the time he spent with Ash, and not worry too much about losing her—because after all, 
the idea of loss seemed likely to feel worse than the loss itself. And the physical pain of the 
transformation? He had no recollection of thinking about the pain in his body, this afternoon, 
when he’d occupied his bird mind, no memory of worrying about his skinned knees as he 
plummeted from a low branch of a ponderosa onto the throat of a rabbit. 
 When he finished the letter, he folded it up and shoved it in an envelope he’d been saving 
for bills. Then, he wrote Mossy’s name on the outside and tossed the letter in his glovebox, with 
his first aid kit and toothbrush. He would send it later, the next time he drove through a town. He 
crawled into his tent and went to sleep without anxiety. 
 
For the remainder of the days that he waited for Ash to join him, he stopped grasping at his 
human mind. It occurred to him—now that he had another option—that he’d always had the 
tendency to live more in his mind than the world. He probably craved the natural world for this 
reason: nothing else could stop his mind from constantly building ideas around his experience. 
And his mind hadn’t been creating in a vacuum—someone had taught him how to build, and 
what to build with. His human brain was a chasm of words, human-defined concepts which 
overlaid his lived experience like a sharp pencil outline, defining how the world should be. What 
he’d missed was that the world could manifest an infinite number of ways other than the one 
outlined and he appreciated now that the opportunity to look at the world without so many pencil 
lines all over it was a rare gift.  
 Early September on the Mogollon Rim was ripe with sensual diversity. Most of the 




the birds anyway, he knew less about other creatures—and preparation for the fall thickened the 
air. Life was the most abundant it would be all year; winter would kill a lot of the new life and 
some of the geriatric life too. But millions of creatures, plant and animal, surrounded him, 
successfully living right now—vitally, urgently, optimistically. The more time he spent out in the 
canyon, or leaning against the sweet butterscotch trunks of ponderosas, the less he wanted to 
spend time in his tent or near the truck. He spent an increasing amount of time in shrike mind, 
hardly bothering to try and stay in human mind when it arose, though—for practical reasons—
whenever he came back into human mind, he tried to find sunscreen and put it on—liberally and 
immediately, because he couldn’t seem to keep track of his hat. He also stashed his binoculars 
behind the seat of his truck; he partially mourned the loss of the birding time, but he feared 
losing his binoculars entirely while absent from his human mind.  
On the fourth morning—the day he was supposed to meet Ash at the end of the forest 
service road—he returned to the truck to disinfect the growing number of cuts and abrasions, 
patch himself up. The shock of the burning peroxide sent him straight to shrike mind. When he 
came to, he found himself perched on top of his truck naked, staring at the ground, where the 
contents of his first aid kit lay spread across the ground, along with a dozen partially-eaten 
grasshopper bodies. When he finally located a timepiece, he discovered that he’d been supposed 









CHAPTER 14: DEPENDENT SEPTEMBER 
The Mogollon Rim, September  
When Ash called Downy at dusk on the planned day, she felt slightly alarmed when he didn’t 
answer the phone the first three times she called. Although he’d said he would text her to make 
sure their plan was on, he never had. She hadn’t thought that much of it since she’d noticed in 
the field that he didn’t always do the best job staying on top of his phone. However, as she 
waited at the end of the forest road where he’d told her to meet him, calling every fifteen 
minutes, she felt uneasy.  What if something had happened to him? She’d at least like to know.  
It was hot, so she got out of her ancient little Nissan car with a gallon of water and leaned 
against the shady side of a ponderosa trunk. She knew that if she never saw him again it 
wouldn’t be the end of the world. She could go back up to Durango and continue with her life as 
planned, crash in the back shed at Tashi and Seymore’s, until they started feeling bad for her and 
let her move back into her old room—which Tashi now used as an office space. Maybe this 
winter, she’d finally get a dog, like she’d threatened to since college. She wasn’t sure of her 
feelings for Downy; she’d lived enough life to have failed at relationships. The first nine months 
of a relationship might not mean anything about what the relationship would actually be like 
after that. Hormones wore off, and sometimes, with them, went the interest in the person.  
But there was also the variable of his shrike behavior and the trillion unknowns 
surrounding its future. Already, his spine was changing; she wondered if worry about the 
potential of him turning into some sort of bird was misplaced; perhaps, they should fear his body 
contorting until crippled. Downy could get stuck at a place between bird and man that had no 
antidote. The symptoms could progress until he died in pain, beyond the help of even the most 




him; even if, at some point, she realized she didn’t love him. If she chose to travel with him, she 
knew realistically she also chose to invest. One could not take back time spent with a person. 
The question was: was it worth it? She told herself that whether or not he came was like flipping 
a coin; if he didn’t come, she took the path that didn’t include him. The discomfort she felt 
initially, the missing him, and wondering if she’d made the right choice—the inevitable sadness 
and physical withdrawals—would pass. If he did come? Well, then she’d find out what happened 
on that side of the coin.  
Even rationalizing with herself, she felt anxious and increasingly livid as first an hour and 
then another passed. She still hadn’t gotten her period; clearly, her body was upset by all the 
uncertainty and transition, and this new stress probably didn’t help. She needed to get back into a 
regular rhythm, and she still hoped it would be an outside rhythm with Downy. The call of 
adventure and exposure to the world, to the front edge of experience—which inevitably 
contained risk—viscerally overpowered the rational part of her that felt scared and wanted to go 
home. She could find a rhythm out at the edge here. 
Around hour two, she made a pile of ponderosa needles, just to occupy her hands, and 
then impulsively sat on it, relishing the feeling of the pile deflating beneath her bottom. Where 
could she go to camp around here with a two-wheel drive car that wasn’t overrun by people? She 
hadn’t brought a cooler or any camping supplies; she’d relied on Downy for those things, just 
brought food and ice in plastic totes. It saved her a lot of hassle, but now she regretted the 
oversight. Always a bad idea to rely too much on other people; better to be prepared.   
 Just as she started to seriously consider ditching—her ice and food would probably make 




cooler tomorrow if she wanted to explore, or head back to Durango—her phone buzzed in her 
pocket. Downy. Relief flooded her body.  
 “Hello?”  
 “Are you there?!” Downy sounded frantic.  
 “Yeah, I’m here.” Something about the anxiousness in his voice cooled her anger a bit, 
but she kept an edge in her voice.  
 “I’m on my way! I’m on my way! I’m sorry, I lost track of time; I just got back into 
service.”  
 “Well, I’m still here,” she said, matter-of-factly. “So, you didn’t fuck up irrevocably.” 
After she hung up the phone, she got off the pine needle pile and lay on her back, staring up at 
the bright green clusters of ponderosa needles set against a chasm of incomparable blue.    
 
He leapt from the truck as soon as it rolled to a stop beside her car, looking like a different genus 
of man than at the beginning of the week, his face covered in dirt and shiny with oil, wearing 
nothing but loose khaki cut off shorts and a gigantic, bright white silk scarf beleaguered by om 
symbols draped over his torso. His hair had begun to mat into dreads and his legs were covered 
in scabbed over cuts and scrapes.  
 But, despite his extreme concern at his lateness, he seemed happy—happier, on the 
surface, than she’d ever seen him—and when he opened his scarf to wrap his arms around her 
and press her face against his musky chest, rushing through apologies, she found that despite the 
anxiety of the wait, she felt happy too. She ran one hand around to his back, plunging into the 
heat of his mature feathers; they felt dry of sweat.  




“I’m not sure.” He sniffed her neck. “My head still sweats and sometimes. It rolls down 
into the feathers, so I don’t know where it comes from.” She ran her other hand across his 
sunburned, dirty chest—several shades darker than when she’d last seen it. He had a long scab 
down his chest, which looked like a deep scratch from a tree branch, and many small scratches 
and abrasions on his shoulders and arms.  
“Are you okay?” she murmured, running the tip of her forefinger down the wound. 
Downy nodded, emphatically, sniffing her hair.  
“Yeah, don’t worry about the cuts I…I’ve been careless.” He looked like he’d wrestled 
the wilderness and been subsumed by it, she thought, not like he’d been careless. “I’m so, so 
sorry I forgot to text you! I’m sorry! I just…lost track of time.” He repeated variations of the 
words like a mantra.  
 “It wasn’t your finest moment,” she said. “But worse things have happened. Long 
distance plans always come with associated risk.”   
Her mild alarm at his beat-up condition increased when she went to put her stuff in the 
truck; order had been fully lost, papers strewn everywhere and old bottles of stove fuel rolling 
open around the base of the truck bed with free-ranging dry food goods. The cab looked like a 
paper recycling bin had gotten mixed up with a heap of dirty laundry.  
She had to perch on top of the piles of clothes and data sheets when she climbed in the 
passenger seat of the truck, her legs cramped up against her chest.  
“How far is camp?” she asked, trying to keep her voice playful. “Because this is comfy.”  
 “Sorry.” Downy looked guilty, rubbing the side of his face with a grimy hand, smearing 
the dirt on his cheek around. “I got kind of…” He seemed to struggle to find the words. 




 “It looks that way,” she acknowledged.  
 “I think it’s okay that I did,” he said. His face had browned beneath the dirt and his eyes 
seemed to pulse from his head, shockingly blue set against saturated brown.  
 “Why wouldn’t it be okay?” she asked.  
 “It is okay,” he clarified. Although, she wasn’t sure what, exactly, was being clarified.  
 “Alright.” He reached across the cab and put a hand on her inner thigh. The road was 
badly washed out in places, and washer-board plagued what felt like miles of it. The cushion of 
rumpled clothing and paper beneath her both softened the bumps but angled her body 
uncomfortably.  
 “That’s the Verde Valley out to the left,” Downy said, when the edge of the rim appeared 
off to their left, a vista out into the next world. “The strip of neon is the Verde River.”  
 “It’s beautiful here.” She laced her fingers through his where they lay on her thigh and 
moved his hand up and down her thigh, slowly.  
 He stopped abruptly, flipping the truck into neutral, turning to her, taking his hand back.  
 “Look,” he said, seriously. “I can’t go back inside.”  
 “What do you mean?”  
 “I mean I can’t live inside anymore.”  
 “Are you saying you can’t drive anymore?” She felt confused—wasn’t the plan to spend 
the fall outside anyway?  
 “No, no. I just mean in general, not now. We’re almost back to my camp anyway—let’s 
talk about this later.” He turned forward again, swinging the truck into first. Ash wanted to talk 
about it more now, and was trying to figure out what, exactly, to ask him when he swung a left 




bottom lip in concentration, navigating carefully over a rut that looked at least two and half feet 
deep—if the truck went down in it, they’d high center, and it seemed to Ash that it would be 
difficult to find someone to pull them out. It seemed crazy to drive over the rut even once, and 
she registered that he must have selected this spot for privacy, because they’d passed several 
other roads that looked more hospitable.   
 
It took her a few minutes of standing barefoot by the softly gurgling spring a few hundred meters 
down the canyon from Downy’s camp for her to feel like she really stood on her feet again. 
She’d fled down canyon to suppress the upsurge of nausea she felt when she got out of the truck 
and smelled rotten flesh. Downy sat beside her in the sand, barefoot and shirtless, watching her 
with an anxious gaze not often enough interposed by blinking.  
 “Are you okay?” he asked her, several times, while she worked on her nausea. He rocked 
slightly on his butt, which sank into the wet sand. The area around the spring looked like a 
stampede of fighting humans had recently passed by; partial impressions of bodies layered by 
footprints, elbowprints, handprints and parts of fingerprints covered all the exposed sand. The 
water bubbled up and flowed less than a foot before vanishing below the sand, pooling in and 
conforming to the impressions left by Downy’s body in the wet sand. Downy moved as if to 
stand up, his eyes trained on her face, but saw something in her face that seemed to make him 
think better of it.  
When the nausea passed, and she felt in control of her own gravity again, she asked him, 
“I assume the smell at camp is from you? Or did you just set up camp near a dead cow?” Another 
pause. A flock of Bushtits pattered in the underbrush nearby. Despite the wreckage, Ash 




part of Arizona. It reminded her of southern New Mexico, but wetter, with a slightly different 
selection of shrubs and trees.  
 “Yeah, I’ve been hunting,” Downy acknowledged, holding her gaze. Something about 
him besides his physical appearance felt different. He’d always been earnest and eager to please, 
but before, that eagerness had carried an insecure undertone, a bashfulness. She’d gotten the 
sense that Downy didn’t know exactly who he was yet, but it no longer felt that way. His 
hesitance to speak had nothing to do with uncertainty about himself; he was gauging her. “I may 
have gotten a little carried away.”  
 She focused on the balls of her feet pressing into the chilly, moist sand and the intimate, 
busy conversation of the Bushtits, who had moved closer to them.  
 “Do you think they’re talking about us?” she asked him. In the past, Downy had not taken 
kindly to her anthropomorphizing, but today he seemed to consider her question before 
answering.  
 “I think so,” he said. “I may have eaten a couple of this family group in the past few days, 
but I’m not sure when. I don’t think I’ve seen them in a while.” He grinned at her, a little 
bashful. “They must feel safer with you here.”  
 “You’re eating birds now? Don’t you love birds?” A Bushtit, gray and weighing less than 
a nickel, all muscle, carrying a cosmic ton of chutzpah, alighted on a low, thorny gray shrub and 
cocked its head, staring at her headlong with a glittery little eye.  
 “It’s not like I’m the same person when I’m hunting, exactly,” he said, awkwardly. Three 
Bushtits alighted on a different species of shrub behind Downy, shouting at him and murmuring 
between themselves. “It’s probably not the end of the world; most of the birds that are stupid 




anyway.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She would stay with him for a few more 
days, just to see what happened. Then she could leave if she wanted to. She crouched down and 
splashed cold water from the spring on her face.  
 “We need to move camps,” she said. “And I’m going to wait by this spring while you 
pack up.”  
 
A week later, to her surprise, she had adjusted—to everything except for the fact that her period 
still hadn’t come. She closely monitored her moods and tried to convince herself that her tender 
breasts, heightened sensitivity, and desire for emotional support from Downy, were just signs of 
her period approaching. She had been two weeks late before.  
 Fortunately, Downy offered her the support she craved. Whatever shift had occurred in 
him during their brief separation did not seem to concern his feelings for her. He cooked and 
seemed genuinely and authentically happy to be with her.  
 “For some reason, when you’re around, I stay more human,” he told her late one Monday 
afternoon, as they walked the final mile of Sycamore Creek before it converged with the Verde 
River, picking their way over round, smooth river boulders beneath a grove of elder sycamore. 
Long, late afternoon light caressed the canyon, drooping dark Sycamore effigies on the lit-up teal 
water sliding over rocks and decomposing leaves. “But human in a way that feels good, rather 
than stressful.” He turned to give her a hand over a chasm. He’d walked naked increasingly often 
lately. His feathers had spread over his butt cheeks, and his spine had started to curve forward in 
earnest to accommodate his tail, which had grown almost an inch, and showed, at its base, the 
beginnings of very large flight feathers. Clothes, Downy argued, hurt the feathers and were 




not point out, when he said when he adjusted, that adjusting might look like existing in an 
entirely new form, and that even if it didn’t, finding clothes would be the least of his problems. 
She figured he knew.  
 They traveled the backroads of Arizona, moving from canyon to canyon, exploring all the 
hidden-away portions of the Mogollon Rim that Downy loved or had always wished to visit; 
because Ash had no prior relationship with the place, and trusted his esthetic, she let him decide 
where they went. They stuck to the edges of popular places, walked side canyons and along 
streams where the underbrush was too dense for the average traveler to pass. They gave up using 
trails entirely.  
 Downy, for the most part, kept his shit together. If Ash was present, he tended only to go 
into his bird mind while they made love, at which times he would gain a peculiarly intense focus 
and occasionally sing a guttural, repetitive song that Ash associated with the desire for pure 
sexual dominance—and she found she appreciated this kind of sex: visceral, animal, deeply 
kinesthetic and sensual, without words.  
 The third week in September, Ash bought a pair of leather chaps in Cottonwood. All the 
off-trail exploring in thorn, prickle, and spine country had mauled her legs, and she was tired of 
it. Downy, claiming to wish not to put on his clothes, had opted to stay at their camp and given 
her his debit card and pin number. Rather than use the card to purchase goods, Ash withdrew 
$350—the max allowed—from an ATM and then went shopping. She worried that using the card 
would afford any potential stalkers, now or later on, too much information; not that she knew of 
anyone who might want to stalk them, but their situation seemed best kept private. She made a 
mental note to ask Downy to withdraw a few thousand dollars cash the next time they passed 




human, his neck had elongated rather alarmingly, and the tail grew difficult to hide. Ash knew 
that reasonably, if Downy’s body continued to change, he wouldn’t be able to go to town at all 
anymore, if he wanted to avoid apprehension. There would need to be a plan soon.  
 There was also that matter of the fact that her period was a month late, a fact which she 
could no longer avoid or think optimistically about, so she bought a pregnancy test with the 
groceries, and—after she’d deposited the groceries back in the truck—she walked resolutely 
back into the grocery store bathroom. She sat on the toilet in a fluorescent-lit, ammonium-
smelling stall, staring at the blank pregnancy test for a few minutes biting her nails before she 
pulled off the plastic protective tip. She needed to pee badly—her bladder seemed to have shrunk 
in the past few weeks—but she couldn’t face the idea of what might confront her. She’d been 
through this before—been pregnant before—and it hadn’t gone well then. There was no reason 
for it to go well now. Flipping open her phone with the hand not holding the pregnancy test, she 
navigated to Tashi’s number and stared at the highlighted name on the screen for a minute before 
snapping the phone shut and placing it on top of the toilet paper dispenser. Someone had recently 
painted the stall walls a putrid pastel pink to cover graffiti, which didn’t quite match the stall’s 
original color. A lone message scrawled in sharpie sat at eye level on the stall door: real bitches 
don’t worry about eating cake, it said.  
 “Real bitches just pee on the goddamn stick,” she told herself, sternly. Closing her eyes, 
she released a stream of urine with such force it soaked her hand holding the stick.  
She vigorously shook the piss from her hand before glancing at the tiny green screen on 




Not one, but two pink lines already spread across the screen. The instructions said a 
positive could take up to five minutes to show, but it had been less than a minute. That meant: 
pregnant as fuck.  
Plucking her phone off the toilet paper dispenser, she placed the pregnancy test on the 
back of the toilet and stepped out of the stall to wash her hands with bright pink, pre-frothed 
soap, and stare at her reflection in the mirror. The person staring back at her looked confused, but 
healthy, her braids longer than she remembered, leaking some hair. She reached a finger up and 
ran it from her part, down the center of her nose to her chin, repeating the action several times.  
“Woah, woah, woah.”  
 She carried a life inside her.  
Of course; she’d known for at least two weeks, on some level. 
She felt dazed. The IUD had been to make sure this never happened again, and she’d 
suffered the consequence of painful, heavy periods for that certainty. But here she was, with two 
bright pink lines glaring at her, rudely. She left the pregnancy test on the back of the toilet and, 
even though she’d already paid for her groceries, bought a gallon of apple juice and a three-
pound bag of Sour Patch Kids, which she consumed as she drove back towards camp. At first, on 
the drive, she felt nothing but dazed, as if she’d just found out someone she’d once been close to, 
but hadn’t seen in years, had died. Then she cried for a while, wondering what she would do. 
After that, she laughed while she cried, and thought about the last time.  
She’d gotten an abortion as a fresh twenty-one-year-old. She’d met the father of that, 
John child at a birthday party for a friend—he was an adventure education major, about a year 
sober. He’d appealed to her because he’d felt slightly feral, the kind of person who didn’t locate 




he’d sexually assaulted her, but it had taken her three or four years after they broke up for her to 
fully understand that. They’d been making out on the carpeted floor of his living room and he’d 
entered her, without a condom, without asking. She’d been so stunned, she hadn’t stopped him 
right away, just laid there wondering if this was normal. When she told him to get off her, she 
rushed out into the street for some air, pantyless beneath her dress, and he’d followed her and 
wrapped her in a blanket, worried, he said, that she’d scream for the police, tear the whole night 
up with noise. He knew that what he’d done was wrong, even if she wasn’t sure. In retrospect, 
that the relationship had gone so terribly wrong lack the element of surprise. But she’d been 
young, and bored, and attracted to how little he cared about the rules.  
She got pregnant after three weeks of knowing John—weeks during which he came in her 
multiple times a day even though she wasn’t on birth control. Pregnancy, then, had been an 
abstraction, an inevitability only for other people, and something about the primal feeling of 
playing with biological fire had overcome her typically acutely rational mind, although she’d 
never considered what would happen if she actually got pregnant—had never seriously 
considered having child. The father of the first child had been wealthy, racist, and deliciously 
impulsive; he liked to live in the world, but he misplaced reality easily enough that he was 
dangerous. He worshipped her inferior brown body and wanted to control it. After the pregnancy 
ended, he took out his desire for immediacy on her flesh. That had been another time where she 
lost track of her feeling of control, and the self-doubt left by the episode lingered with her.  
A friend who’d had an abortion had recommended a clinic in Santa Fe to her; they were 
cheap, the friend said, and not too shame-y. The John claimed not to believe in abortion and 
hadn’t come with her to the clinic, but—to his credit—he’d paid the $500 required to remove the 




really believed in their cause. Sobbing teenaged girls holding grammatically incorrect signs 
about God and love and murder and innocent babies. She’d looked them in the eyes as she 
approached, knowing that the life she planned to remove had been created in carelessness and 
impulse, not in love.   
The abortion clinic had been painted egg-shell white, with a wide selection of gossip 
magazines and three layers of security glass between the doors and the clinic. She’d sat there for 
what felt like forever waiting, listening to the receptionist check people in. Most of the women 
had had previous abortions; a few more than three. The women looked tired and flabby, and two 
of them had small children with them. Sitting there in the waiting room, she had sworn to herself 
that she would never, never, enter an abortion clinic as the patient again.   
After she escaped the relationship, some three months after the abortion (with three 
broken ribs) she’d stayed celibate for three years and promised herself she would never put 
herself in a position like that again. And she hadn’t repeated her mistakes; she’d been unlucky. 
She’d gotten an IUD, the only form of non-hormonal birth control available to women besides 
condoms and permanent sterilizing. Downy had nothing in common with the father of that first 
fetus. He was gentle, and attentive.  
He also had feathers, and blackouts during which he ate small animals alive, and the 
beginnings of wings and a tail. Each time she thought about it, it made her laugh and sob harder. 
It was during a particularly intense fit of these wet, hysterical giggles, she noticed a “for sale” 
sign posted on a camper, leaned up against a tin building by the road on a piece of property that 
looked like a home junkyard. It was the kind that a person could stand up in, with a loft for 
sleeping that sat above the cab of the truck2. 
                                                 
2 Will likely include a full scene in the full novel with some local Arizona flavor—a nice, post-positive-pregnancy 





When she got back to camp, located in a secluded, flat spot nestled in Fremont cottonwoods. She 
parked and walked deep into the grove, searching for Downy, finding him fifteen feet up in a 
cottonwood, his unnaturally long neck craned out above the ground, which he stared at intently. 
A paucity of nearby spines seemed to have handicapped his hunt; glancing around, Ash saw only 
a single half-eaten fence lizard corpse lying on the ground. He looked up when he heard her 
coming, but simply puffed out his feathers and shifted his feet a little, letting her know that he 
had not re-entered his human mind.  
 She had only seen him in such trances a couple of times, and she contemplated him—his 
shiny dinosaur feathers, his bare toes, perhaps longer than when she met him, curled tightly 
around the branch beneath him, toenails in need of a trim—for a moment before calling:  
 “Downy! You in there? Can you come down? I need to talk to you about something.” 
Downy scrunched his face and shook his head, as if trying to shake off a pesky thought, his penis 
wiggling comically along with his head. She squinted at it, the source of her troubles; it still 
looked completely normal, human, to her. In the past week, the feathers had grown rapidly, up 
his elongating neck and around onto his chest. The wing buds, too, seemed ready to pop out of 
him, and his arms—still bare of feathers—had begun to look comical set against the feathers. But 
Downy’s penis still seemed to operate the way it did when they first began sleeping together.  
Downy’s face cleared to human; he looked guilty.  
 “Hi!” he called down to her, covering his penis with his hands, as if to protect himself. 
“Have you been back long?” 





 “I passed a fairly nice used camper for sale on my way back from the store. I think you 
should buy it.” Downy, still clutching his genitals, looked around below him, apparently seeking 
a way down from the tree. The cottonwood was massive, three feet around at the trunk, the bark 
contoured enough to climb, but with few low branches.  
 “How do you think I got up here?” he asked her, dropping to a crouch. I’m pregnant, and 
you don’t know how you got up in this tree; do you think whoever it is inside me will have 
feathers, Downy? She moved around the tree, looking for a route for him to get down, repeating 
the word pregnant like a mantra in her mind. 
 “I think you climbed the bark,” she said, when she’d made it all the way around the tree. 
“You’re on the lowest branch.”  
 “Are you saying I’m not cool because I didn’t climb higher?” He jumped off the branch, 
cradling his balls against impact, and landed, with some grace, beside her. It surprised her that 
his feet had withstood so much impact since he started hunting from trees. Standing beside her, 
he placed his hand in the small of her back. She leaned in and lay her face against the soft 
feathers at the base of his neck, running her cheek up and down against them.  
 “Maybe you flew.” Downy grinned down at her, rubbing her left shoulder slightly with 
one of his hands. “The wing buds are growing.”  
 I’m pregnant Downy. If I let this baby grow, do you think it will it be born with wings?  
 “What were you saying about a camper?”  
 “I passed one on the road that’s in good shape for cheap, that would fit the truck.”  
 “Why do we need a camper?” Increasingly, Downy had requested they sleep out on the 
ground, not set up a tent at all. After all, they weren’t camping anywhere that people would see 




Although daytime temperatures were still hot, Ash had started to notice the edges of things 
yellowing, the light getting longer.  
 “It’d be nice to have a place to get out of the sun sometimes, and you’d never have to set 
up the tent anymore.”  
 “Yeah, but we don’t really need a camper. It doesn’t seem worth it,” he said. She played 
with the hair around one of his nipples silently for a moment, so the nipple hardened, considering 
her reply, placing her unoccupied hand on her lower abdomen.  
 “Downy, it’s almost the end of September,” she said, eventually. “And your symptoms 
aren’t easing. We need to have a plan for winter.” He pulled away from her, stepping far enough 
back that he could see her face. 
 “Look at the cottonwood leaves,” she insisted. “They’re just starting to turn golden 
around the edges. And your neck is a lot longer than it was.” And I’m pregnant. It felt strange, 
uncomfortably immediate but also unreal, somehow, like she floated somewhere outside of 
herself, watching the whole thing unfold. Her pregnancy seemed a bit like the length of Downy’s 
neck, pronounced now as he stared up at the leaves: impossible but indomitably real.  
“You want to stay with me?” He tipped his face back down from the cottonwood leaves 
to face her, as she turned and walked toward the edge of the cottonwoods, to the real edge of the 
riparian zone, where the grove gave way to thorny mesquite. There green grass, which grew 
slightly wan below the cottonwoods, created a dense, florescent carpet. She listened to his gentle 
footsteps following her and wondered whether or not to tell him about the hint of the thing inside 
her that was half him. Now, she felt more empathy for Downy’s early unwillingness to verbalize 
anything related to his feathers for fear it would make them more real. Perhaps—perhaps—if she 




she felt like she’d lost some sense of control she felt over her life. She tried to remind herself that 
the feeling of control came and went; that had always been true. 
“I just mean winter’s coming, and I feel like we need to plan ahead,” she called over her 
shoulder. “And I don’t have any immediate plans to leave, no,” she added, after a minute. At the 
mesquite, she got onto her hands and knees and crawled back into the grass beneath the low, 
spiny tangle of the mesquite canopy, stopping on a gentle slope to lie on her back. Downy 
dropped down beside her, lying on his side, facing at her. He rarely lay on his back these days; 
he said it crushed the growing flight feathers on his tail uncomfortably. There were five feathers 
growing there, obscuring the distended tailbone—massive feathers, more than a foot long a 
piece, and still growing. 
A lone fly, with a slow rumbling buzz that matched its pace and gigantic green compound 
eyes, occupied the space around them. Their body odors seemed to appeal to it, and it 
particularly wanted to land on Ash’s neck. She kept brushing it off, thinking that it might bite 
her, trying to avoid crushing its fragile, succulent body.  
 “If it starts snowing, I’m going to want to have somewhere to retreat to,” she said, 
stroking the soft gray feathers on top of Downy’s right thigh. “I don’t have feathers like you.”  
“How much does it cost?”  
“Two grand.” For her, the sum seemed immense, but she knew it was a good deal, and 
she thought that a person with a trust fund might not flinch at two grand. She wanted to have 
somewhere to lie around in a bed, somewhere to read a novel on lazy afternoons without 
worrying about ants or mosquitos or the sun. A real shelter. She didn’t need a shower, but she’d 
appreciate a comfortable bed. She was pregnant; maybe just for a little while—she had to make 




Downy didn’t answer her for a while. She listened to the sluggish, determined hum of the 
fly. It occurred to her that she didn’t know if abortion was legal in Arizona.  
“How conservative is Arizona compared to New Mexico or Texas?” she asked Downy, 
who raised his eyebrows at her, questioningly.  
When she didn’t elaborate on why she’d asked, he said, “I think it’s pretty wacko. Zero 
tolerance for drug offenses.” He absent-mindedly yanked at the patch of grass between them, 
sheering it down to its roots, piling the handfuls. “That’s part of why I’ve never offered for my 
sister to come live with me.” Ash propped herself up on her arm to contemplate him. He felt the 
most distracted and distant he had for a while at this mention of his sister.  
“Because…?” she asked. 
“She’d probably get in trouble with the law for drunk driving or something within days.” 
A minute yellow bird with an endearing black cap dropped low in the tree above them, hopping 
from limb to limb, keep its head cocked and its eyes on them. Ash was curious about Downy’s 
sister, but also didn’t want to get off topic. She felt slightly depressed at the thought of another 
woman holding enough power over him that it could pull his focus away from her, even if that 
woman was his sister. Irrational feelings: probably a result of the fact that she was pregnant.  
“Wilson’s Warbler,” Downy observed, nodding toward the bird, smiling slightly, his 
attention back in the moment. Ash watched the bird—a migrating male, she thought; this species 
didn’t breed here—and wondered how she could get to a doctor to get an abortion, because 
staring at Downy’s feathers and reaching her hand around Downy’s back side to stroke his butt, 
to feel his emerging tail feathers, she acknowledged to herself that she had to. Access to 
abortions had become increasingly limited in the United States over the past ten years; one could 




too, but she thought they were still legal in New Mexico, which was where she’d gotten her first 
abortion. She’d promised herself she’d never get a second abortion, but sometimes, people had to 
break promises.  
 
The next day, Downy put on some loose-fitting linen pants, a silk button up, and his om scarf, 
and Ash drove them to Cottonwood so Downy could withdraw ten thousand dollars from the 
bank. She parked across the street at the library and went to use the internet, while he retrieved 
cash.  
 Within ten minutes, she’d determined that the nearest legal abortion clinic was in Gallup, 
New Mexico. Although Gallup was several hundred miles from Mexico, it was basically a border 
town, the closest big town to a bunch of reservations. A place tourists visited to buy turquoise 
jewelry and moccasins—authentic Native American art!—adjacent to glassy-eyed, 
disenfranchised Native Americans pan handling for quarters to buy more booze, with open flies 
and puke on their shirts. Gallup made her sad and uncomfortable in the way Juarez, Mexico did. 
It was a place where the tragedy and toxicity of Western colonization lived right at the surface, 
and she didn’t want to get an abortion there.  
 She wanted to go back to Santa Fe, the place she’d gone the first time, but that meant she 
either needed to talk Downy into going back to New Mexico, or she needed to leave him, and she 
really didn’t want to do that. Her attachment to Downy had intensified, rather than waned. She 
wanted to cry or laugh all the time—or sleep, god she was tired. She told herself that she didn’t 
need to make the decision right away; she had another six weeks before her situation would get 
dire. Although, with the diminished number of abortion clinics in the United States, she’d 





The camper lived up to her expectations; it was surprisingly well-insulated, staying cool in the 
day but warm at night. It had a little heater that she could run while the truck was on, meaning 
that if she really couldn’t get warm and felt like burning fossil fuels simply for her own comfort, 
she could. It had a stand-up kitchen below the bed loft with wood cabinets and a four-burner 
propane stove, which seemed like ridiculous bounty after months of camping on a jenky two-
burner stove. There was a cramped couch with orange cushions and soft, mustard colored 
seventies shag carpet. They burned sage, smudging the whole trailer several times to cleanse it of 
any weird libertarian junk yard owner vibes. She still slept out under the stars with Downy if it 
wasn’t raining, but sometimes now, she napped on the soft loft bed in the afternoons, because 
she felt tired all the time.  
 One afternoon, when Downy had joined her, and they lay naked in bed, with the door 
open, in the shade of a mountain face, she asked him, “can we go back to Northern New 
Mexico?”  
 “I’ve actually been thinking about going back there a lot.” He stroked his forefinger and 
thumb back and forth along her spine. “I want to go two other places before we do, though, 
because I don’t know if I’ll…make it down here again.”  
 “Where?”  
 “Vestige Creek. And the Gila.”  
 “Isn’t the Gila in southern New Mexico? What’s the nearest city?”  
 “City? Las Cruces. But Silver City’s also close.”  




“Las Cruces is strange. Near the border, lots of border patrol around. Big college town, 
with a pretty reputable graduate programs I think. Why?” She wondered whether—when, if—she 
should tell him, listening to his heart thump thumping beneath her ear. Living animal, all his 
major systems functioning. Maybe, if she decided to get an abortion, she could get it in Las 
Cruces; she would research it. 
 “I’d like to go to the doctor before your transition goes too much farther and get a routine 
checkup, just in case.” It was partially true; she was overdue for a checkup. She wondered if 
removing her IUD would naturally cause the pregnancy to abort. It would certainly be cheaper 
than an abortion, and no one would be there to yell at her about eternal damnation; she’d just 
bleed out alone, maybe in the camper—which, unless Downy’s transition had advanced 
significantly, would be difficult to hide from him. She wondered if doctors were required to 
administer pregnancy tests before they removed IUDs.  
“After the Gila I’d love to go back to Northern New Mexico,” Downy said. “Maybe in 
two weeks? Is that too long?”  
Ash took a deep, calming breath. Two weeks wasn’t so bad; she’d call and make an 
appointment at the clinic in Santa Fe tomorrow—assuming the clinic was still operational.  
“That works.” She wanted something else from him. “What about if things go wrong, 
Downy? What if you end up in a lot of pain, or lose track of your human brain completely or…” 
She didn’t know exactly what else might happen, but she thought those things seemed bad 
enough to be getting on with. “Can we have a plan for that?”  
“I’ll give you my sister’s number and my mother’s address. If things get really bad, lock 
me in the camper and drive me to Iowa.” She blanched at the thought of driving through the 




the truck even make it to Iowa? Brown girls got pulled over in Nebraska; it had happened to her 
twice before. Once, the small-town police had called a K-9 unit after pulling her over for a 
shorted headlight.  
“I always get pulled over in Nebraska,” she said. “Because I look Mexican.”  
“Really?” Downy’s surprise irked her.  
“Both times I’ve been through,” she verified.  
“Shit. Well, call Mossy then and have her come get me; she’s mad at me right now, but I 
think she’ll do it.”  
“Why is she mad at you?” Ash inquired, feeling uneasy. She pressed her body against the 
length of his, wrapping a leg around one of his, which felt strangely boney.  
“Family drama.” The edge in his voice told Ash not to ask anything else about it. They 
lay in silence for a moment. “But call her. She’ll come,” he said, after a moment.  
“And what if something happens and you’re in pain? What about then?” Downy’s chest 
rose and fell, beneath her; he was taking deep breathes.  
“I don’t know,” he said, after a long pause. “Maybe you should buy a gun? I don’t know. 











CHAPTER 15: WRECKAGE  
Central Iowa, September  
The night following Mossy telling Downy not to call her again, she blacked out serving and 
crashed Johnny’s car into a cornfield driving home. The next day, she remembered none of the 
crash—and little of her conversation with Downy. Just the feeling of it, emotional and physical 
car crashes, stuck with her. Her body knew it wasn’t just another hungover day.  
 She must have gotten out of the car and walked home, still blacked out. Johnny had kept 
her updated about the car situation while she slept. She woke to four texts.  
 Sarah says she pretty sure u were driving when we left work. 
 Are you alright?  
 How could u ducking leave me passed out while my car sinks up to its axels in mud  
The most recent text was less than twenty minutes old: Theres no H2O in here   
 Where are you? She texted him, not bothering to try and remember whether she’d been 
driving.  
 In a GD cornfield.  
 Call your mom. Johnny’s mom, Linda, lived nearby. Mossy turned off her phone so it 
wouldn’t bother her while she lay in bed, aching.  
 
That afternoon, she started her menstrual cycle, and with the blood—and hungover sobriety—
came a deep depression, sinuous and throbbing, engulfing everything. She couldn’t think of 
anything but disaster—disaster linked specifically to her, as if somehow, she caused it. She could 
hear Ava conversing on the phone excitedly all day, through the wall between them. Downy’s 




Mossy bought a pack of cigarettes and paced around her apartment chain-smoking, 
running litanies of things she’d done wrong in her life through her mind and thinking 
offhandedly about killing herself. How would she do it? Get drunk and slit her wrists in the 
bathtub? Explode herself atop Saylorville Dam somehow, send the southern half of Iowa under 
water? How much energy did she have?  
She was selfish, alcohol dependent, a bad friend and sister. She had single-handedly 
ruined her mother’s life. She often drove and worked very drunk—she probably deserved to be 
in prison, where she’d abandoned her father. She’d allowed Downy to believe that Ra was to 
blame for the explosion of the Rising, let Downy believe she’d been raped when she hadn’t—
when she’d asked for it, wanted it. If Ra had been confused about the line between leadership 
and abuse, adult and child, Mossy had convinced him to be, and she’d been so self-involved she 
hadn’t even believed Ra could harm anyone, let alone her closest friend, her brother. 
Her gloom felt crushing and complete; she could not imagine ever finding her way out of 
this thickness. The blood came hard and fast from her uterus, soaking through a super plus 
tampon every half an hour or so, forcing her to change so many tampons her vagina started to 
feel raw. In between bathroom visits and cigarettes, she sat on the floor with a gallon of water 
between her knees and cried. Sobbed. Wailed and pounded her fists on the dirty carpet.  
As she sat like that, sometime late in the afternoon, her eyes so puffy from crying she 
could barely see out of them, rocking back and forth on the floor in anguish, Ava knocked on her 
door and entered without waiting for an answer, carrying two glasses of red wine.  
 “Here, darling, have a glass of wine while we chat, it’s cocktail hour.” Ava said, 
crouching in front of Mossy’s crying zone, ignoring her tears. Mossy eyed the offered glass of 




until she passed out, and that tomorrow, she would feel worse than she had today. After a 
moment, she took it, hesitantly, waiting for her mother to point out that she should not be 
smoking indoors according to the imaginary lease that Ava often referred to: if I were to write 
you a lease, I’d… 
 “Darling, may I have a cigarette?” For much of Mossy’s childhood, Ava had smoked 
continuously, but the failure and drama of the Rising, and a mild bout of breast cancer, had made 
her stop. Mossy fingered the pack of cigarettes in her pocket and stalled, standing up to clear a 
spot for Ava to sit at her dining room table, rubbing her eyes. The apartment looked mildly like 
the aftermath of a House Elf rager, several pairs of dirty underwear on the kitchen floor and 
dishes everywhere, some with some residual food bits left in them, molding.  
“Cigarette?” Ava asked again, as she made a great show of graciously taking the seat 
Mossy cleared for her.  
 Mossy felt guilty for enabling her mother but too exhausted to say no. The immediate 
horror of the prospect of denying Ava felt more terrifying than the possibility of moral 
contamination. Hadn’t Mossy already been irrevocably polluted? What did she really have to 
fear from doing the wrong thing in so small a way as handing her mother a cigarette? Maybe 
Mossy would kill herself later tonight, anyway, and then whatever chances she had of going to a 
pleasant afterlife would be crushed anyway. She cleared a space for herself across from her 
mother and pulled a cigarette from the pack, handing it across the table.  





 “Dar—” Mossy pulled the cigarette back and Ava pursed her mouth in a pout. “All 
right.” Mossy gave her the cigarette, which Ava snatched, as if Mossy might pull it back again, 
gesturing for Mossy lighter.  
 Mossy felt a strange sense of dejavu, as if she’d sat smoking a cigarette with her mother 
at a table like this in some other reality, when it felt relaxed, and they were friends, and the 
silence was companionable, rather than fatigued and rigid. But no such parallel universe existed 
that she knew of, and when she watched her mother smoking now, she felt no companionship, 
only apprehension, exhausted rage and shame.  
 Ava took two slow drags off the cigarette, closing her eyes as if in bliss. When she’d 
blown out the second lungful of smoke, she said: “Mossy, I owe you an apology. I blamed you 
for Ra’s fall from grace from God, but really…he simply passed the gift of his vision on to 
another vessel for God’s message in the End Times.”  
 Mossy closed her eyes against, willing Ava to stop talking. No luck; Ava plunged on.  
“Ra’s Plan was successful! Downy is an agent of the divine, channeled through Ra.” 
Mossy felt a fresh ball of hot tears welling in her throat and sinuses, and opened her eyes to take 
two glugs of wine, trying not to cry. It was no good. She stood up and dropped her cigarette in a 
jar of paint water from a couple days before, sagging onto her bed and covering her face, 
crumpling inward like crushed aluminum foil.  
Ava followed her, placing an uncomfortably warm hand on her back.  
“Don’t fucking touch me!” Mossy snapped, bringing her arms up to her face, balling her 
fists in a gesture of defense. Ava offered the apology like Mossy should be grateful for it, but it 




“D-d-did Ra do s-something to Downy?” she choked. Ava would never think to mistake 
Mossy for sacred as she did Downy, Mossy suspected, even if she spontaneously grew a lion’s 
head.  
“No, darling he didn’t do anything to your brother, don’t be silly! He channeled the 
divine into—”  
“By messing with his genetics?” Mossy finished her wine, raising her puffy eyes up to 
meet her mothers.  
“Genetics—no, dear, Downy asked that too, why ever would you—”  
“He was messing with genetics mom, I knew him remember?”  
“You didn’t know him, don’t be silly; he could never have channeled God while he was—
” Ava stopped, sitting back on Mossy’s bed, closing her eyes and taking a deep breathe, as if 
composing herself. Mossy stared at the fine wrinkles around Ava’s eyes—smoker’s wrinkles, not 
smile lines, she thought—and wished her mother would go away, so she could get back to her 
misery, or tell Mossy one true thing.  
“Do you want me to get you some more wine?” Ava said, instead.  
Mossy put her hands over her face and sobbed, great, heavy, gulping, lunging, plunging 
meteors of sadness hitting everywhere in her. When Mossy didn’t answer, her mother got up. 
“I’ll get some more and we’ll keep chatting.”  
“No, d-d-don’t come back, just g-go.”  
 “Dar—Mossy, I thought you’d take this better! Really, d—I know I’ve been a bit harsh at 
times, and that you may have felt misunderstood.” Mossy wanted to grab her mother on either 
side of her pale, haughty face, and slam it against the baseboard of her bed. She wanted to drive a 




skillet. She wanted to break her wine glass against the floor, slice Ava with the shards, scream 
with all the force in her body. But she couldn’t get one word out, or make herself look at Ava, or 
breathe all the way to the bottom of her lungs, so she just sat there, tears falling unchecked down 
her face, trying to disappear.  
 “Look, darling, you have to forgive me.” Ava leaned in, peered imploringly into dead 
zone around Mossy’s face. “Downy’s going to need all the help he can get. It’s not safe for a 
young agent of God in this evil world. We both love him, surely we can agree on that?”  
 Mossy remembered the pair of shrikes she visited with Officer Schmitz, the male 
impaling the wriggling young garter snake on the locust spine, and then beating its lifeless flesh 
against the branch it sat on. She imagined a shrike fifty times as big, a shrike with roughly the 
same body mass as herself, beating a freshly-impaled toddler against a fat branch, gleefully. 
Then she imagined Downy, hunched over, wearing a scarf in heat, muttering to himself. He 
wasn’t a bird yet. Maybe he’d die before he became a bird. Maybe he would stay a man, get a 
hold on his cravings, keep his feathers private. But she doubted he’d suddenly start believing in 
Ava’s God, let alone participate in whatever insane delusion trampled around their mother’s 
addled mind.  
 “Darling, darling, listen to me. Ra didn’t mess with genetics, he passed on a gift!” Mossy 
could smell the wine on her mother’s breath, and the odor of her skin, bright and potent, with a 
hint of rose in it. Ava smelled intoxicating, like something from a dream where everything was 
slightly too bright. Determination rose in Mossy. “Whatever he was doing in his laboratory has 




 “Get out of my house,” Mossy said, almost keeping her voice steady, raising her eyes to 
clash with her mother’s—how strange it was to feel such intense focus from her mother, and how 
uncomfortably invasive after years of being treated as, at best, a nuisance. “Out.”  
 “Da—”  
 “Out. Get the fuck out.” Ava raised her hands above her head as if in surrender and, 
darting her hand forward to grasp the base of Mossy’s wine glass and pluck, she backed towards 
the door.  
 As soon as Ava left, Mossy slid back onto the floor, leaning against the bed, and began to 
cry for real again, into her knees, which she held pressed against her body. She cried like that for 
a long time, gasping, howling through gritted teeth, occasionally pounding her head against her 
knees or getting up to change her tampon and maxipad. When her body could no longer muster 
the resources needed to produce tears, she pulled herself up onto her bed and curled up beneath 
the covers, feeling like someone had clubbed her over the head, and slipped into a dreamless 
sleep. 
 She woke chilled in the night, in a puddle of her own clumpy, sticky uterus lining. The 
pool extended up into her underwear and coated her thighs, cooling in the places where the liquid 
had been outside of her body the longest. When she flipped on the bathroom light, pallid wall 
tiles glowed an eerie yellow/green and the woman staring back at her in the mirror looked gaunt 
and slightly deranged. Reaching a hand down to her crotch, she ran two fingers down the slit of 
her vagina, covering them in blood, and then ran the fingers down one of her cheeks, leaving 
streaks of bright, wet red. Then, she reached her other hand down to her thigh and found a clump 
of coagulated blood stuck there and scooped it up with her fingers, smearing the blob all over her 




blood. Her reflection in the mirror looked insane, the whites of her deep blue eyes bloodshot and 
squinting from the puffy area around her eyes, her hair in a tangled, an awkwardly flattened and 
greasy mat about her face.  
 Without washing her face, she walked back into her bedroom and flipped on the light. 
The pool of blood she’d slept in still glistened red on her black cotton sheets, wet. She turned the 
light back off and crumpled upon the bed, in the puddle, feeling her body throb with an absence 
of blood, feeling nothing but madness.  
 
The next week, as Mossy’s period finally seemed about to pass, and she woke one morning to 
find herself aware of the boundaries of her depression, feeling ready to face her complicated 
situation, guests began to arrive at Ava’s. They were mostly normal-looking middle-aged white 
men with old-fashioned suitcases and gender-appropriate haircuts, who arrived in modest cars 
with bland paint jobs. Mossy watched through the window as Ava welcomed them into her house 
with a toothy, manic smile that never seemed to wane, and Mossy felt alarmed when none of the 
strangers ever left, knowing this had to be about Downy.  
 After the fourth car parked, and a group of five slightly overweight, middle-aged, clean-
shaven men wearing primary colors filed up Ava’s walk, Mossy called the local police office. 
Paul Schmitz had texted her a few days following their shrike expedition, but she hadn’t 
answered him and had deleted his number, because things weren’t going well for her and she 
didn’t know if she had the energy to put on a show. She deleted his number again when he texted 
her a second time, telling herself she was too much of a mess to engage with him. But now, she 
desperately wished to speak with him.  




 “Hi,” Mossy said, pulling back one of her curtains to spy on the latest car rolling down 
the driveway, which cut through two wide expanses of immaculately kept, bushy green lawn. 
“No. No. It’s not an emergency, exactly. Well, kind of it is. But not really.”  
 The car in the driveway was a beige Buick van, carrying a whole load of middle-aged 
men, eight of them. “Well, what can I help you with?” The receptionist asked Mossy, her voice 
losing some of its bounce.  
 “Is officer Paul Schmitz there?” she asked. “I need to talk to him.”  
 “May I ask who’s calling?”  
 “Mossy Stone.”  
 “And you’re sure this isn’t an emergency?”  
 “Yes. Is he there?”  
 “I can’t tell you that. Hold on.” The men filed out of the van, one holding the door for the 
others, the unloading process taking longer than necessary because the men kept offering the 
others go ahead, an exhibit of dysfunctional politeness.  
 “Did you give me the wrong number?” Paul Schmitz’s slow, deep voice charged across 
the line.  
 “No.” Mossy chewed on her thumbnail, watching the men take turns retrieving their 
suitcases from the back of the van. They just looked so normal, with soft double chins and 
unremarkable features, the kind of men who could be priests or car salesmen. “Look, I’ve got a 
weird situation at home and I could really use your help. Am I allowed to request you come 
over?”  





 “There are like twenty strangers in my mother’s house right now, and ninety percent of 
them are nondescript middle-aged white men!”  
 “It’s central Iowa; why is that surprising?” Schmitz deep voice calmed Mossy somewhat, 
and she regretted not answering when he’d texted her. Maybe his company would divert her 
attention from her troubles in a useful way, or help her practice having smooth conversations, so 
that the next time she spoke with Ava, she could actually get some useful information out of her.  
 “Can you please come over?” she repeated. Better yet, maybe Schmitz could just talk to 
Ava for her.  
 “Are you in any real danger? Are you concerned that these middle-aged white men 
might…attack you?” The sarcasm in Schmitz voice turned Mossy on slightly. The men finished 
getting their suitcases. A tall skinny one with graying blond hair locked the van, and the men 
trudged, single file, towards Ava’s house.  
 “I am.” Mossy said, impulsively. 
 “You’re at risk of being attacked?” Officer Schmitz sounded exceedingly skeptical.  
 “Yes.” She held firm. “And I want you, not another cop.”  
 “Christ.” He hung up on her, but her sober intuition, which was usually spot on, told her 
he would come despite his hesitance. The middle-aged men out of sight, she turned around to 
face the chaos of her apartment. She hadn’t changed her sheets since the night she’d bled hard; 
there was probably a big stain on her mattress. She needed to clean, swiftly.  
 Twenty minutes later, when Officer Schmitz knocked on her front door, she’d managed 
to confine the chaos of her apartment to spaces she could close, jamming all the dirty dishes 
under the sink, and had changed into her favorite lavender linen onesie, which Ava had given her 




washed her face and then slapped herself hard across the face a couple of times, trying to feel 
more human, hoping to force some color. She felt sepulchral.  
 Officer Schmitz raised his thick brows when she appeared at the door, and then traveled 
the length of her body with his slow eyes, as was his way. She peered past him, pleased to see 
that he’d arrived in a police cruiser. Ideally, that would make Ava feel anxious. She turned her 
attention fully Schmitz, flashing him an earnest grin.  
 “Where are the attackers?” he asked, laconically, gesturing around Mossy’s empty 
apartment.  
 “Next door. Do you want to come in?”  
 “I’m supposed to be working right now.”  
 “Come in—in a work-related way.” Mossy showed him her teeth again, a real smile that 
she could feel all the way to the top of her head. He nodded grudgingly and bent his head low as 
he entered, as if ducking into another dimension. Mossy admired the angles of his body as he 
passed her—muscular, but like he did manual labor, not lifted weights in a gym for the sake of 
vanity.  
 “I think my mother’s up to something illegal. Will you come next door with me?” Mossy 
asked. “And would you like a lemonade before we go over there?” 
 “Sure, on the lemonade; I’m parched.” Schmitz stood awkwardly in the center of her 
home, near the exposed innards of the wall she’d bashed down between the kitchen and her 
bedroom to make the apartment a single room. His eyes moved slowly across her walls, taking in 
her watercolor psyche—a manic presentation of abstracts in bold colors, arranged and then 
rearranged across nearly every inch of the walls, according to Mossy’s mood, which had been 




“I suppose all those cars out there belong to the middle-aged men?” Schmitz said, 
walking to the wide wall beside her bed, where she’d arranged her most recent set of paintings 
during her dark depression the previous week. All the paintings featured bird paraphernalia. The 
color palette was mostly dark, shot through with bursts of agitated color—thick bright yellows 
and reds. Schmitz parked himself in front of a painting: a light wash of coal black and Prussian 
blue, darker around the edges. The colors moved toward a single spot, set in the upper left third 
of the painting, where Mossy had drawn the outline of a generic passerine and left it white.  
 “You got it,” she answered.  
 “And you called me, why, exactly?” Schmitz turned from the painting to watch her pour 
lemonade. “What legal grounds do we have to burst in to your mother’s home without a 
warrant?”  
 Mossy chewed her cheek. “I hadn’t gotten that far,” she admitted. “What if you said I’d 
called you because I was worried her house had been occupied? You’re allowed to just knock on 
the door and ask to come in, right?”  
 She handed him a glass of lemonade. Their fingers touched as the glass passed hands. 
Schmitz’s hands were rough, furthering her impression that he did some form of manual labor. 
“Thanks,” he said. He was nonchalantly guarded, difficult to read, but Mossy got the sense that 
he was all there, fully present with her. That was why she liked him; because when he looked at 
her, she believed he actually saw her—which meant that if he was still here, even after she’d 
ignored his texts and acted like a loca, there must be something redeemable about her.  
 “Please?” she asked. The curiosity to know what went on next door felt like fine 
sandpaper against her mind. She hadn’t called Downy since their fight; she couldn’t remember 




She’d always kept track of the lives of her family diligently, self-appointed family historian. She 
understood herself through her family, but now, both Downy and Ava led lives kept secret from 
her. She needed to get back on top of things.   
 “What’s going on with this bird wall?” Schmitz asked her, turning to gesture at the wall 
behind him, his lemonade untouched. “You said your interest in birds had something to do with 
your brother?”  
 Her stomach sank.  
 “Yes.” He looked at her expectantly for a moment. Not knowing what to say about the 
paintings right then, Mossy kept her mouth shut.  
 “I like them,” Schmitz said, when the silence got long. He drank his lemonade in six 
gulps, as if very thirsty, and smacked his lips quietly—by habit, Mossy thought—as he lowered 
the glass. “I have to get back to work. Let’s go knock on your mother’s door.” He sounded tired, 
over it.  
 “Thank you!”  
 “Can you tell me what to expect?”  
 “I don’t know.”  
 “It’s your mother; you at least have suspicions. Your mother has some religious 
inclinations, right?”  
Mossy assessed the situation. She needed the backup to enter into her mother’s house, the 
support in case what she found there turned out to be too difficult for her to handle alone. She 
needed his steady pair of outside eyes to reflect back to her what she saw, an accomplice whom 




Her thinking must have showed in her face. Schmitz said, “it’s all over your face that you 
have some idea what’s going on over there.”  
 “I’m not sure what to tell you.”  
 “Well, I need to get back to work, so you should decide.” She liked him.  
 “She does have some religious inclinations, yes. I think this is about that. I’m not sure 
why they’re all middle-aged white men though. But I think it has something to do with Ava’s 
batshit belief in—” She paused, abruptly, realizing he was probably a Christian. This was the 
Midwest.  
 “Yes?” He raised his eyebrows again. She thought maybe, somewhere behind his steady 
yellow eyes, he was laughing.  
 “Why don’t we just go over there?”  
 
Five minutes later, Schmitz knocked on Ava’s door, with Mossy standing nervously beside him.  
“We might be walking into a war zone,” she told Schmitz.  
“You mean I might; I get the feeling that you’re fighting in this war,” he replied. She 
fought the urge to move closer to him, wishing she could catch his gravity. Ava answered the 
door with the same manic smile Mossy had observed watching Ava greet guests.   
 “Oh, hello darling!” Ava said, brightly, at the sight of Mossy. “I thought your officer 
friend might be over!” Mossy hated her mother. Her and Schmitz were hardly friends, and it 
irked her to think that the officer might think she’d spoken to her mother about him. Ava wore a 
fitted white silk maxi dress and bright red lipstick, and her skin glowed with something more 




“I’m officer Schmitz,” Paul said, sternly. “I got a call from your daughter that more than 
a dozen non-descript looking white men have entered your house in the past twenty-four hours. 
She felt concerned that your house was being occupied.”  
“Occupied? Don’t be silly.” Ava batted her lashes at Schmitz. “We’re just having some 
tea. Why don’t you come in and join us?”  
Ava caste her too-sweet gaze upon Mossy. “Darling, why didn’t you just come to me 
yourself if you were worried? You know how I’ve been worried about you lately.” She turned 
her dazingly smile back on Schmitz. “Mossy’s always been a little bit mentally unstable,” she 
said, as if by way of an explanation.  
 Schmitz turned to look at Mossy, who stared back at him defiantly, trying to read the 
spark of something—pity maybe? –in his eyes. After a moment, he turned back to Ava. “Sure,” 
he said. “I’ll come in for some tea.”  
 
Paul stepped behind Mossy, letting her walk before him into her mother’s house, wondering 
what he’d gotten himself into. He’d known Mossy was a train wreck from the moment he’d laid 
eyes on her at the bar he frequented, some six months before her mother’s first public episode, 
when he’d given Mossy a ride. When he’d first laid eyes on her at the bar, Mossy had been 
making out with some redneck with a mullet and chops that extended down to join his neck 
beard. Periodically, they’d stop kissing, and Mossy would tease the guy about his hair, still 
sitting on his lap. Something about her brash manner had caught Paul’s attention, and he’d 
watched her off and on for hours, nursing a beer, as she got progressively drunker. She interested 
him because her boundaries didn’t make sense, and she seemed hell bent on upset the peace. 




man’s cheek and poured half her beer in his lap. She’d gotten banished from the bar before 
midnight for trying to punch some young pig farmer in the face after a loud discussion about the 
ethics of Iowa hog production. Paul had found out where she lived from one of his coworkers, 
curious what soil had spawned such a feral woman.  
 He hadn’t lived in Hamilton County for long enough to know everything about everyone 
yet—he’d transferred up from Des Moines after the police academy to get some real-world 
practice—but he’d heard some interesting stories about Mossy’s mother, Ava Stone. Rumor said, 
she was a former pageant queen who broke her business mogul daddy’s heart when she joined 
some cult in Utah and had children without an identified father. Now, Ava Stone was back in 
Hamilton County, pretending to be a good Christian, living in her dead daddy’s house. Mossy, it 
turned out, was one of Ava’s fatherless children; Mossy’s brother, rumor said, had left the day 
after he graduated from high school.   
 Paul had always battled an intense curiosity about other people’s secret lives. He’d had to 
learn not to talk, but it had come at the expense of many of his old friendships. Like drinking 
buddies, gossip friends struggled to adjust to a dynamic without shit talk. Part of why he’d 
become a cop, socially isolated but viewed as a hero, was because it allowed him to witness 
drama without being part of it, exactly. But rural Iowa was a boring place to be fledgling cop, for 
the most part, and for this reason, the Stone family interested him enormously. Now here he was 
walking into the Stone home behind the Stone women, both ravishing, authentic beauties who 
felt like they belonged in a T.V. show about vampires or sexy witches.  
 A weird T.V. show, he thought, as they passed by the clean kitchen with white counter 
tiles and entered into the brightly lit living room, where the walls were covered in portraits of 




Even Jesus smiling—with his teeth. And Mossy had been right about the alarming proportion of 
white men in the house. They presently sat cross-legged in a circle on a lushly beige carpeted 
floor, each clutching an identical, steaming white mug. Mossy stopped abruptly, so he nearly ran 
into her, feeling the heat of her body against the length of his. She turned to stare at him, her 
turquoise eyes heavy with something he could not identify 
 “Oh Mother!” A balding man exclaimed to Ava from the circle. “Are your charming 






















CHAPTER 16: WINGS 
The Mogollon Rim, Arizona, early October   
Vestige Creek had always been one of Downy’s favorite places in Arizona, but in the past few 
years it had become overrun by careless college students and tourists, who trashed it enough that 
the wilderness area had been closed for a full year for restoration. Vestige Creek Springs belched 
calcium carbonate laden water at around 50 cubic meters per second from the limestone guts of 
the Colorado Plateau. The stream—more a river than a creek—stayed around seventy degrees 
year-round, and the color of the water was a blue reminiscent of clean, shallow tropical seas. It 
had been his idea to hike across-country from up on the rim, down into the closed wilderness 
area. He’d insisted to Ash that he doubted anyone would be in the canyon on a Wednesday 
afternoon at the end of October and agreed to scout the canyon base, while she napped in the 
shade of a mesquite some distance from the creek. He wanted to show her a place he’d 
discovered here and visit this place he loved so deeply for what might be the final time in human 
form. Acknowledging the inevitability of his human death liberated him, though acceptance 
came in waves.  
 Now, camp set up a small distance up creek from them, beyond a twenty-five-foot 
waterfall, Downy handed Ash a neck gaiter, “Here, put this over your eyes.” Ash stared at the 
gaiter for a moment, then shrugged. Downy thought something in her face had softened in the 
past few weeks, making her more readable. She pulled the soft teal wool all the way down over 
her face and folded it back up, so it just covered her eyes. “Okay, now take off your clothes,” he 
instructed her.  
For the past week or so, since her last solo visit to town, when she’d found the camper—




wore them now. He periodically fantasized about fucking her while she wore nothing but the 
chaps, but had felt too timid, so far, to ask for that.  
“All of my clothes?” The scarf scrunched toward the center of her face; she’d pressed her 
eyebrows together. “Why didn’t you ask me to take off my clothes before I put the blindfold 
on?”  
Downy didn’t immediately respond to her inquiries but ran his fingers down through her 
hair from the place where the blindfolded ended to where her butt swelled from her back. He had 
asked her to unbraid her hair. “Your hair reminds me of the black of male Brewer’s Blackbird,” 
he said. “Except I bet it’s heavier than twenty of them combined. Will you please take your 
clothes off?” 
Nearby, a White-Crowned Sparrow sang a high, nostalgic song—feeee odi odi zeeee 
zaaaaa zooooo—shocking him into alpine summer for a moment before he realized the bird’s 
presence signaled winter here; Ash was right about summer being over.  
Ash wiggled out of her chaps and the soft leggings beneath, then her panties, and 
unceremoniously pulled her loose, moth-chewed cashmere sweater over her head, avoiding the 
blindfold. She was bare beneath the sweater. He watched the vertebrae tattooed up her spine 
erupt in goosebumps, as flesh soaked in air. The temperature was in the low 50s, harsh on 
nakedness. She stood bare, facing away from him. He thought she might say something, like is 
this really necessary, or, oh master, shall I kneel, but she remained silent. He felt the late 
afternoon breeze rippling across his feathers, but the cold did not affect him as strongly as it did 
Ash.  
Naked, leading her, he thought about the sensations in his extremities, which tingled with 




caught between feather fluff and skin, radiating body heat back at him. They’d chosen the 
coldest day for two weeks intentionally; he’d turned on his phone to check the weather, thinking 
it less likely to run into restoration ecologists—or trespassers—on an inhospitable day.   
Disregarding the cold, he led Ash forward, carefully traversing rounded boulders tossed 
down from the Mogollon Rim, scraped down drainages in monsoon floods. A Song Sparrow, 
wearing winter drab, teetered on a dried-up cattail at the water’s edge, facing their slow 
approach.  
He wanted to show Ash a cave across the stream, lined by fragile formations—travertine, 
which accumulated rapidly on everything the creek touched, coating twigs and carapaces of 
insects in pale calcium carbonate. He’d found the cave several summers ago. He’d camped 
alone, in one of designated zones amid swarms of firm-bodied NAU undergrads and had 
stumbled upon the river womb waking early to swim naked before the students woke with 
hangovers.  
“Okay,” he said. “We’re going to walk forward into the water, as slowly as you need.” 
She stayed silent but accepted his hand.  
“We’re going to swim,” he told Ash, when her feet touched the water. “I’ll lead you.” 
Her body was peppered in goose flesh; he reached out a hand and covered her left breast, feeling 
the turgid softness of her nipple against his palm. Her breasts had swelled in the past few weeks, 
becoming rounder and heavier than when they first started sleeping together. He loved it, and 
thought it had to do with the fact that he’d been feeding her well in the past few weeks, 
intentionally, even as his desire for human food diminished. She leaned into him slightly.  
“What are we doing butter boy?” she asked him. “Are you planning some weird pervert 




teasing, sliding his hand down her front, pausing where the firmness of muscle gave way to the 
softness of plump around her belly button, which had also gained suppleness in the past few 
weeks. As he transformed into a bird, she gained curves, and the softer her edges got, the more 
he wanted her.  
“The water’s not cold,” he said, rubbing her belly. “It comes out of the spring at 72 
degrees. It’s warmer than the air.” With Ash, he still felt constantly euphoric, which offered 
wonderfully distracting distance between him and reality. His disagreement with Mossy—and 
his mother’s lunacy—felt less important when Ash was around, as did the pain in his body, the 
rapid changes. The distance between his human mind and his other mind felt less too; he felt 
more whole close to Ash, and less afraid.   
 “Cold air bites harder on wet flesh,” Ash pointed out. “And it’s about to get dark.” But 
she didn’t resist when he put his hand in the small of her back, forefinger resting on an ink 
vertebra as he pressed her forward. They had already nestled their sleeping bags in a grassy 
alcove beneath a low hanging canopy of live oak away from the stream; warmth awaited them. 
Ash stepped deliberately into the water, humming under her breath. They waded out to where 
two channels collided around the bark-bare girth of a massive fallen tree.  
“Okay,” he said to her. “You’re going to have to jump in and swim hard when I say.” He 
stopped her in front of the fallen tree, moving her to where the trunk fell two meters below the 
surface of the water. Beyond the tree, the current moved swiftly, deep water cutting against a 
basalt wall lined in pale travertine. The entrance to the grotto hung thirty meters downstream 
from them at the edge of the rushing channel, flanked on either side by steep rock face.  “I want 




care; he was leading a beautiful, blindfolded, naked woman into a river. He had never felt more 
human.  
 “How fast is the water moving? And how deep is it?” Even standing naked and 
blindfolded, literally in his hands, she felt like a distant moon circling a planet composed of 
undescribed elements. As she orbited mystery, so he orbited her, tugged inexplicably toward her 
slight frame, through which, he imagined, molten rock flowed instead of blood, hotter than the 
Earth’s core and more magnetic.  
  “Deep. I won’t let you get lost in the current.” Not that she’d go far; she was a strong 
swimmer and the stream slowed one hundred meters on to a crawl in a long, shaded pool with a 
muddy bottom.  
Ash dove suddenly. He tried to catch her hand before she went, to keep both of them safe, 
moored to one another, but he found himself only gripping her slippery ankle briefly as she 
vanished, blindfolded, beneath the water. He dove in after her, a few meters downstream (so that 
he could catch her on the other side) and swam like hell through the pressing weight of water 
heading downhill. The cool water felt soothing, sliding through his feathers, diverting around 
engorged follicles in tiny streams.  
He broke the surface on the other side of the stream right as she crashed into him, kicking 
hard toward the rock face. He grabbed her arms and pinned her to him for a moment to stop her 
colliding with rock in her blindness, but she thrashed, biting his shoulder hard and then his chest, 
so he yelped and let her go, and they both submerged again into the current. When he spluttered 
to the surface, panic charging his body, he found her beside him, rushing toward an eddy, which 




“Okay,” he told her, “float on your back.” He oriented her so that her head would slide 
under the low entrance to the cave first, and then pushed her foot hard, propelling her body out of 
sight. He ducked under, opening his eyes, so a fuzzy underwater world appeared, washed in 
translucent baby blue. Dimming sunshine moved through the water in discernible waves, a 
stratum of light that ruptured into wobbles as he moved through it. Swimming with water-logged 
feathers and a tail felt slightly ungainly, but he found that he had also grown more buoyant since 
the last time he swam like this.  
 The ceiling of the cave was coated in travertine formations, which reminded him of an 
ample woman’s body, solid and supple. Curve on curve on curve, with domes that dripped, 
slowly, year-round, making tiny steeples—chilly limestone breasts with engorged nipples. This 
place reminded him deeply of the feminine. He wanted to know what Ash would think about it; 
he’d wanted to take Mossy here, too, at one point.  
Ash floated now on her back in the middle of the pool, her hair stuck to the surface 
around her. She looked like a sea creature, an inky fan coral or anemone, primordial and well-
adapted. He thought she was probably the most fearless person he’d met, and he wondered with 
some urgency what had made her that way. Mossy would know; she nearly always generated 
hypothetical—often accurate—answers for the whys of human behavior within a few hours of 
meeting someone, and if she couldn’t come up with a working theory she typically slept with the 
person, a tactic which generated its own type of answers. Sleeping with Ash had not brought him 
answers, and he didn’t want Mossy to sleep with Ash, but he did want to know how Ash had 
come to be the way she was, and he lacked the language—or the gumption—to ask her himself. 
He didn’t even know what to ask. Maybe, if his body kept changing, he would call Mossy to 




during the days he’d spent alone on the Rim without Ash. Then Mossy could analyze Ash for 
him.  
He pulled the sodden blindfold off Ash and put it around his long neck. He flipped onto 
his back beside her, so they looked up at the same cluster of breasts. 
“I didn’t want you to see the way in,” he said. She opened her arms and pulled herself 
across the surface away from him. “I wanted you to see this place fresh in your mind, separate of 
the world.” He swam after her.  
She turned her head in slow rotations, sniffing the fetid air. The ceiling hung less than a 
meter from the surface of the water, which sank deep—too deep for them to stand. The edges, 
where the water met the ceiling, were lined in green, ferns browning with the onslaught of winter 
and banks of lush emerald moss covered in dried yellow spermatophores. Downy felt anxious at 
her silence. He’d thought she’d like it in here.  
  “Do you see the creeping green pads that look like scales at the edges of the moss, 
dipping down into the water?” he blurted; she nodded. “Those are liverworts—they’re one of the 
oldest forms of life on the planet.” Her straight black eyelashes clumped together as she turned 
her head to blink at him, her eyes inscrutable, opaque darkness. He tried to remember if he had 
pointed liverworts out to her before. “Have I already told you about liverworts?”  
She nodded. “How old are they, geologically speaking?”  
“These ones?” he asked. She nodded. “Oh—I don’t know how long they live 
individually, but they’ve been on Earth for, like, more than 600 million years. They’ve survived 
every major extinction event.”  
“Who decided they started living 600 million years ago?” He didn’t know, and he 




started at him hard for a second and then said: “I guess, whatever they’re doing, it must really be 
working.” 
 He nodded his head vigorously. She smiled at him slightly. “What about the ferns?” she 
asked. He loved that she wanted to know his natural history stories. She removed her hand from 
his and pulled herself around the periphery of the pool on her back.  
“They didn’t show up until the late Devonian.” She raised her eyebrows at him from the 
edge of the cave. “Like, 360 million years ago,” he clarified. “I think this place is like a womb,” 
he blurted. “What do you think?”  
  She looked stricken for a moment, and then laughed, the clattering warmth of the sound 
bouncing off travertine. “It’s beautiful,” she offered. “And maybe it is like a womb. It’s hopeful 
in here.” 
  
They traveled back across the stream, sliding still dripping back into their clothes and walking up 
stream, to where they’d set up their sleeping bags, where the bundled themselves against the 
chilly air with more wool layers. The night was quiet, breathless but for the wail of a lone cricket 
rubbing his legs together and a Gila Woodpecker hollering far down canyon. Downy had 
prepared most of the Pad Thai the previous day in the camper, tossed chopped broccoli and 
carrots in a freezer bag, sealed virgin olive oil and soy sauce in plastic straws by melting the ends 
with a lighter, and mixed fine chopped ginger, chunky peanut butter, honey, and lime juice into 
an evenly-textured goo and sealed it in a screw-on plastic jar formerly home to pickled herring. 
All they needed to do was chop an onion and boil water for rice pasta, and, boom, fancy dinner. 




Ash pulled a ratty hardcover and a fixed-blade hunting knife out of her backpack and 
began cutting onion. Downy squinted at the tattered book sleeve—something by a woman named 
Emma Goldman, Anarchism and Other Essays. Philosophy made him uncomfortable; even 
before his body left his control, he hadn’t liked thinking for extended periods about the troubling 
contradictions in his own psyche, so he’d focused most of his energy on the natural world, which 
he found both comforting and—for the most part—comprehensible. For some reason, it vaguely 
alarmed him that Ash might be an anarchist—although, he thought, it would help explain why 
she seemed mostly so unfazed by his situation.  
  “She believed capitalism is fundamentally incompatible with the concept of freedom,” 
Ash said; she had an uncanny ability to guess his thoughts these days. Her wet hair was in a 
messy pile at the top of her head, the arms of her ratty sweater pushed up to her elbows. She cut 
the onion slices against the grain of its layers, stopping before she’d passed all the way through 
the flesh, so that the slices stayed barely attached to the place where the onion’s stringy roots had 
been. “That sort of aligns with what you believe, right? That ranchers are wrecking the west for 
no good reason, just money?”  
  “That’s just empirically truth,” he said. “That’s objective.” He regretted the word the 
moment it passed his lips. She’d explained to him recently that she didn’t believe anyone could 
ever truly be objective, because everything was filtered through subjectivity and culture—the 
whole concept was a fallacy. It was all just stories, she argued, and there were an infinite number 
of possible stories, which might reveal worlds in which the emphasis was placed in completely 




  He was surprised when Ash just shrugged, gripping the flopping onion slices back into an 
orb and slicing the with the grain, so small, evenly-sized wedges of onion collapsed onto the 
cover of the book. “She thought that too.”  
A stinging wave of microscopic onion spray reached Downy’s face, so that his eyes 
began to water. He rubbed them aggressively, making them water more. When he looked back at 
Ash, tears surged down her cheeks.  
  “Fuck this onion,” she said.  
 
The Pad Thai was a success: sweet, sour, salty and gooey, Ash said. She ate it as the deep blue of 
twilight overtook all sheltered places in the canyon, Downy squatting as he ate three cans of 
tuna—he could no longer sit, and the Pad Thai really didn’t appeal to him—and Ash sitting 
cross-legged in the sand. When they finished, they filled their dishes with dirt to wash in the 
morning and retreated to the warmth of their sleeping bags.  He lay on his belly, to avoid 
crushing his wing buds and tail, and stroked her spine.  
 “Ash?” he asked, shyly. “I have a strange request…”  
 “Yes, birdman?”  
 “Can I fuck you while you’re wearing nothing but your chaps?” Ash rolled onto her back, 
tipping her head backwards, laughing in earnest.  
 “Have you been thinking about that since I got them?” she asked, reaching to ruffle 
around in her pile of things at the edge of the tarp. 
 “Off and on,” he admitted.  
 The assless chaps only really attracted him while he occupied his human mind, and their 




nothing and he’d still have enjoyed himself. He pinned her neck to the soft bed beneath them 
with his teeth for a while, and then, as the sensation carried him up and up, toward a place 
without mind, with only impression, he tilted his head back and sang, his vocal chords yearning 
at the frontline of sensation.  
After he came, he reentered his human mind and she lay against him for a while, her 
sleeping bag tossed over them open, more for her benefit than his, their bodies sticking together 
with sweat in the places Downy still had skin, breathing in time, lying face to face on their sides. 
When she moved away from him to claim her own patch of ground, he rolled onto his belly, 
resting his hand on the soft place where her upper thigh met her butt. He thought of seed, how so 
often it came in bursts, like fluffy dandelion tops or the minute round pills of poppies. Successful 
seed needed to be optimistic, unsentimental about the fact that 99.9% of its seductive materials 
would dissolve back into the soil, or get eaten, having failed to fertilize a single egg. Perhaps, 
Downy thought as he drifted off, that was why evolution had made the production of seed joyful, 
instinctive, driven by an impulse infinitely more powerful than logic. The insatiable instinct to 
cross DNA, to propel in some direction the momentum of adaptation, kept the whole world 
messy and aroused, and he preferred it that way.  
 
 He dreamed that he stood balanced atop a thick rush at the edge of a shallow, muddy 
pool, his body weaving slightly with the rush in a mellow breeze. Tallgrass prairie stretched as 
far as he could see in every direction, scattered with tall blooming yellow composites. In the 
distance, an undulating mass of bison moved gradually north, their bellies grazing the surface of 
the prairie. A nighthawk whooshed by him, funneling a fatty damsel fly into its gaping mouth 




ripping a feather from the intruder’s neck as the iridescent red wings of the damsel fly vanished 
down the goatsucker’s throat. The feather fell from his mouth, fluttering down to the ground and 
vanishing amid the grass as the Nighthawk sped skyward, out of Downy’s realm.   
  He flew toward the bison. The air that carried him felt moist, ripe with the odors of cross 
pollination and decomposition. When he reached the bison, he found Ash grazing at the edge of 
the herd. He landed on the crown of her broad head, sinking down into the soft thick hair, which 
smelled fecund, alive. His mother approached, wading through the grass in a flowing red silk 
dress. The grass reached nearly to her breast, where she cradled an infant—his sister.  
“This is weird,” Mossy remarked. “Why am I a baby?” She reached out a tiny hand and 
buried it in the fur of Ash’s cheek.  
“This is kind of weird,” he agreed. “Have you met Ash? I want to marry her someday.” 
The bison leaned her head slightly toward Mossy, so the infant could better scratch her cheek.  
“I like her a lot,” Mossy said. “But I don’t think it’s going to work out. She’s a bison and 
you’re a bird. That’s too much of a size difference, and besides, you have a cloaca and she has a 
gigantic vagina. I’ll doubt you can please her.” That was a problem, he realized, staring down at 
where his penis should be, alarmed to find only gray feathers.  
“I guess I hadn’t noticed. What’s up with Mom?” He’d just noticed that Ava’s mouth was 
sewn shut, somewhat poorly, with purple embroidery thread. Blood seeped from the points 
where the thread entered.  
“We weren’t getting along, so I sewed her mouth shut. It’s easier if she doesn’t talk when 
she’s carrying me.” Downy glanced at his mother’s eyes; she raised her eyebrows at him. She 




strangely glad to see her. An Eastern Amberwing lazed by, its fiery body shimmering in the 
sunlight.  
“Do you want to get that dragonfly?” Mossy asked. “I think I still have the needle I used 
to sow Mom’s mouth shut, if you need something to impale it on.”  
 
He awoke with a spasm, a searing pain rupturing down his shoulder blades. He was still on his 
stomach. He reached back to try and touch his shoulder blades gingerly; the contour feathers on 
his back felt longer than he remembered. Panic rushed up his body, constricting his gut like a 
seizing sphincter, threatening to strangle him. Ash rustled, rolling toward him.  
   “What?” she murmured. “What’s happening?”  
  “I don’t know.” He said it too loud, disturbing the night. Somewhere nearby a Great 
Horned Owl called an alert hoo hoodoo hoooo hoo to its mate. He tried to take a deep breath but 
couldn’t get air in, choked. “I feel like my shoulder blades are splitting open. The wings! Is it the 
wings?” He had the powerful to desire to vomit, but his throat felt so dry he didn’t think he could 
manage it.  
  Ash reached her hand over and touched the rise of his shoulder. Her fingers felt like 
flame tips caressing open wounds, pain blending with pleasure, soothing his speeding heart along 
with the brutality in his shoulder blades. She laughed softly. “You’ll wake to wings, birdman. 
They’re wet and fuzzy now, like a freshly hatched chick.”  
“Do your really feel them? Are they real, really there?” He asked her, reaching a hand out 
to grip the narrow part of her waist. She didn’t respond but smoothed the feathers surrounding 





The morning dawned overcast and muted, draped in a feeling of oncoming hibernation. A lone 
Canyon Wren vocalized as the sun breached the horizon, its buzzy call occasionally interspersed 
with a long melancholic cascade of song—twi twi twi towi towi towi toowi toowi jeev jeev—
reverberating slightly off canyon walls. For a moment, he forgot about the wings, listening, 
thinking about his peculiar dream, until Ash, waking, rolled over.  
“How do your wings feel?” she asked. Immediately, he felt a foolish for not checking. 
How could he not feel wings on his back?! He reached a hand behind his back. There they were; 
extra, unfamiliar pieces of flesh shaped by bone, fragile, fresh. He had grown new bones in a 
matter of a month.   
“I thought I’d dreamed them!” Ash turned towards him again, her sandstone face somber.  
“Can’t you feel them? They’re your wings.” He tightened his back muscles, 
experimentally; the wings felt like large pieces of cardboard flapping against his back, but soft, 
and warm. He touched one, experimentally, again. It was covered in forgiving down. “Nice!” 
Ash exclaimed, smiling at him. “You can move them!” 
Downy got to his feet, hastily, a wave of nausea thick enough he wouldn’t be able to 
suppress it rising to the surface. He made it to a bush before he vomited stinging bile.  
“Goddamn it, Downy!” He heard, followed by the sound of retching behind him. He 
stood as straight as his increasingly bent spine allowed, wiping his mouth with the back of his 
hand. He turned to find Ash still gagging into a shallow hole in the sand before her. She’d 
mentioned several times in the past week that she felt nauseous, and he felt abruptly guilty for 




“Sorry. Panic.” He walked over and rubbed her back, while she retched a few more times. 
A month ago, she would have chopped his hand off if he touched her in a position like this, but 
now, when she finished puking, she leaned back into his hand slightly.  
“Do you think my wing bones are hollow?” he asked her. “Do you think the down will 
grow into flight feathers? Do you think I’ll be able to fly?” She took a deep, slightly shaky 
breath, wiping her own mouth on the back of her hand, before she answered him.  
“How the fuck am I supposed to know, birdman?! Do you want me to cut one of them 
open to check?” He shuddered.  
 
By noon the sun had cracked the clouds, and the temperature had risen to the upper 60s, and they 
moved down to the big waterfall. He kept wiggling his wings like he remembered wiggling loose 
teeth as a kid; he couldn’t stop. He squatted beside her while she sat in the water at the east side 
of the stream, where the current moved sluggishly, her legs dangling over the edge of the falls, 
and he fidgeted with his wings. He’d spent two hours one afternoon picking up garbage and 
human feces from the rocks around the water the previous summer, packing the camper waste 
out with his own, desiccating human shit and variety of single-use plastics. Today, the area 
looked clear of all obvious evidence of humans.  
“This place kind of reminds me of a place my dad took me in west Texas when I was a 
kid,” Downy tried to focus on Ash’s words—she rarely talked about her childhood. “The Devil’s 
River. It was blue and warm like this. I’ve never seen so many turtles since. We ate some. I had 
one of the shells for a long time.” She took a long pull off the joint.  
 “The river was probably karst fed, like this one,” he offered, wiggling his new wings, 




turtles?” He found the more he focused on her, the happier he was. He didn’t want to think about 
whether or not the piece of skin he fingered on his calf was the beginning of scales, or whether or 
not his arms ached because something was happening to them now, too.  
 “I liked it.” She reached over and pushed her fingers up into the back of hair and 
messaged the back of his head for a moment, the place where feathers met hair. “And we asked 
them first. It reminded me of veal—super tender.” She raised her eyebrows at him, waiting for a 
response. It felt like a trap, but he couldn’t figure out where the noose was. He changed the 
subject.  
 “There was a massive stream restoration project here in the early 2000s,” he told her. 
“They got rid of all of the invasive fish by electrocuting the stream and knocking out the fish, so 
they could remove the non-natives and leave the natives. And then they built a fish gate down by 
the Verde, so the invasives couldn’t swim upstream.”  
 “They removed thousands of fish by electrocuting the stream?” As smirk played around 
the edges of Ash’s broad mouth.  
 “Yes,” he felt defensive. “How else would you get rid of that many invasive fish?”  
 She ignored the question, asking, “And then what? They sent a bunch of college students 
in waders to collect all the stunned fish, and do what with them? Have a fish cookout?” He 
regretted moving the conversation away from her childhood. 
 “I think they buried the fish somewhere.” He really wasn’t sure what they’d done with all 
the invasive fish—he’d never thought about it—but he’d once come upon a massive pit full of 
dead fish over by Payson (AZ), and he figured that it was pretty standard to put undesired or 




thumb; he was distracted for a moment by the thought of touching his lips to the soft skin over 
that jut of bone.  
 “They buried them?” she asked. He pulled his attention from her collar bone.  
 “I don’t actually know,” he admitted.  
 “That’s totally a job you’d apply for, if not for the wings, huh?” She nudged his shoulder, 
putting her hand back in his hair. “Swimming around sorting slimy fish, playing God, organizing 
the world into convenient categories?” She always acted like science was an affront to liberty.   
 “I don’t think they swam. I think they used nets.” She laughed—he was getting too literal 
again. Fuck. A breeze rustled the feathers on his back, and he sighed thoughtlessly with pleasure. 
She pulled her hand back from his hair; glancing at her face, he saw the alarm there before he 
realized what had caused it.  
 “What…?” Ash was staring down at her hands. He shifted his glance there; a large clump 
of tangled blond hair sat clutched in her hand. They sat in silence, staring at the hair for a few 
long moments before Ash opened her fingers, so the hair floated down through the mist from the 
falls toward the deep, teal pool below them. Downy’s heart thundered in his chest, and he 
reached behind him to touch the back of his head, tugging slightly at his hair. Another large 
clump emerged.  
 “What’s down there?” Ash asked. He could tell she was trying to distract him.  “Can you 
swim in that separate bowl?” A crumbling pink slope—nearly a cliff—stretched down from 
where they sat. About ten feet up from where the slope hit water, it diverged, so that a long spit 
of rock stretched out from the main part of the cliff, creating a bowl of water separate from the 




them, so the fresh, downy wings flapped. He threw the handful of hair clutched in his hand into 
the pool, reaching back to get another clump.  
“Downy?” Ash asked, as he pulled another large tuft of hair from his head. “Can you stop 
pulling your hair out and answer my question?” His brain skittered and jumped—panic, no 
laugh, no panic. Rip flesh blood drink preen sunshine hunger 
“Downy!” Ash reached a hand over and stopped his new wings from twitching. “Stop! 
Come back to me!” The alarm in her voice set him on high alert, and he tried to focus on the 
question she asked him, staring down at a particularly large clump of his hair. He could feel her 
hand on his wing, his right wing. His wings had nerves. Tearing his eyes from the clump of dirty 
blond hair in his hand, he shifted his gaze to the bowl of water she’d asked about, trying to 
process her question.  
“I think there’s a gap in the rock at the bottom of the pool, like ten feet down, that you 
have to swim through into the main part of the pool, if you want to get out without someone 
tossing you a rope.” He said, hesitantly, after a minute.  
“How big is the hole?” Ash stared into his eyes, as if willing him to stay there with her.  
“I don’t know; I’ve never done it.” He was terrified of getting trapped by currents and 
dying pinned to a rock underwater, able to see light through water but not the sky. “I’ve seen it 
done, though. There’s a hole under that thin wall of rock that you have to swim under to get out 
of there.” He opened his hand, so the breeze could catch the hair, and moved his hand 
compulsively back to the back of his head. Ash snapped her fingers twice in front of his face, 
moving to stand up.   
“Downy! Stop.” His ears rang. “Look, I’m going to try jumping into that bowl,” she said. 




Downy! Focus.” He dropped his hand guiltily from his head and focused on her, aware that she 
was trying to distract him.  
“Sure,” he said. “Of course.” You’re going bald, bald, bald, his mind sang, to the tune of 
some child’s song he couldn’t remember the name of.  
Carefully, Ash moved a few feet up river, so she could cross where she wasn’t at risk of 
getting swept over the fall by the current. Downy had jumped from the top of these falls, out into 
the pool accompanied by the roar of falling water; the trick was to propel oneself far enough 
from the lip of the falls not to get pulled against the rock face behind them curtain of water. He 
stood and waded carefully to the edge of the stream opposite the bowl so he could see Ash 
scrambling down the rocks on the other side of the river with the ease of someone who had 
scrambled a lot in her life. As he watched her, he compulsively pulled clumps of hair from his 
scalp and twitched his wings. A late grasshopper launched, slow and hefty, from a patch of 
watercress up the stream, landing on the dirt beside him. Dropping the hair in his hand, he 
snatched it and bit off its head, dropping the body back to the ground, where its legs thrashed 
madly for a moment before going still. He ground the head between his back molars twice and 
then swallowed, his tongue burning slightly, as Ash raised her arms above her head, preparing to 
dive into the isolated bowl. The grasshopper corpse oozed pale yellowish matter, like toothpaste 
pushing slowly out of a tube.  
Ash precariously at the edge of the bowl, preparing to jump. She bounced slightly before 
she dove, her body angled into a point, slicing the air in a long, elegant arc, hardly splashing 
when she hit the surface. After a long moment in which he felt so concerned that she wouldn’t 
make it to the surface that he stopped pulling out his hair, she popped to the surface. She shook 




“What?!” he yelled down to her.   
“I feel like I’m in a giant’s toilet bowl!” She hollered up at him. She dove under again, 
searching for the opening in the cave. He thought she would come up before she went through 
the hole in the rock, but she didn’t. For a long time, he couldn’t see her, and the world seemed  
warm sweet hunger—bathing, clean, supple, soft—dive tasty prey rich blood, crispy 
snack 
“DOWNY!!” He snapped to, another grasshopper in his mouth, which he chewed hastily 
and swallowed, grimacing as the bug’s legs raked at his throat. Ash had made it under the rock 
face and was waving at him from the large pool below the falls. Focusing on her, he felt guilty 
for having let her pass through the depths without a witness. She pointed at something.  
An American Dipper had arrived suddenly on the scene from downstream, alighting at 
the edge of the large pool, bobbing like a maniac. A surge of excitement passed through 
Downy’s anxiety at the absence of Ash, his fresh wings, his falling out hair, and the discomfort 
in his throat; he had wanted Ash to see a dipper! The dark bird moved into deeper water, so the 
water touched its belly, and began searching for aquatic insects, plunging its head under the 
water repeatedly, producing tiny splashes. It dove abruptly into the water, swimming after some 
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